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Abstract
Refugee migration sets in motion many geographies. Where do refugees belong? Who is
responsible for the safety, welfare and happiness of migrants seeking refuge? And what
constitutes a ‘right and proper’ response to refugee migration?
In this thesis, I explore one civic organisation’s approach to answering these questions.
LocalHouse is an independent and ‘volunteer-powered’ organisation that provides what
might be described as ‘settlement support’ to refugees arriving in Wattle City. The aim, for
LocalHouse, is not only to overcome the ‘barriers’ to settlement, but to develop a sense that
one is home and that one belongs in the city. Drawing on interviews with 17 volunteers and
techniques in researcher participation, in this thesis I ask: What makes care possible? In other
words, how are the ‘limits’ of care produced? And what does care make possible? Or what
kinds of transformations might occur when these limits are exceeded?
To approach these questions, I draw on the geophilosophy of Deleuze and Guattari to
build an immanent ontology of care—what I refer to as ‘assemblages of care.’ Across four
analytical chapters, I then develop insights into how these assemblages are produced,
exceeded and refashioned.
First, elaborating Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of ‘refrain’ as a territorial assemblage, I
map how LocalHouse commingles forms of content and forms of expression to constitute a
‘ground’ upon which certain movements might be made: the achievement of caring, intimate
relations between new arrivals and more established residents; and a movement towards
home. Second, I trace the virtual ‘lines’ that guide the emergence of actual arrangements in
volunteers’ encounters with refugees. In the moment of encounter, I argue, new forms of care
become possible: a becoming-friend or becoming-family. Third, I follow LocalHouse through
its most significant challenge to date, in which it sought to ‘professionalise’ its operations.
Through this analysis, I argue that a new relationship to funding capital brought about a new
‘axiomatised’ rationality, in which caring relations were increasingly guided by predetermined
rules rather than personal values. Finally, I move from an empirics of care to a politics, to
ask: What might a Deleuzo-Guattarian politics of care look like? Building on the conceptual
framing of ‘assemblages of care,’ and drawing on lessons gathered across the three empirical
chapters, I argue that care as a political principle could be guided by two opposing
movements: experimentation and institutionalisation.
Deleuze and Guattari offer many points of entry into geographical analyses of care.
Each chapter of this thesis takes a different route in analysing the emergence and workings of
care around refugees settling in Wattle City. And in different ways, they each disrupt any
1

neat, unitary or romantic vision of care. Instead, I show that care is contested: its limits are
always in flux. This way of approaching care works to trouble linear and teleological models
of refugee settlement. It is not (just) about ‘removing barriers’ to settlement, as dominant
government models have long presupposed. Rather, settlement can also involve conjuring a
whole new ground from the Earth, a new territory in which recent arrivals and more
established residents might meet and encounter one another, where they might work out
their own arrangements of care, concern and responsibility. Understanding settlement in this
way, we can see it is not about absorbing difference into an already existing social body, but
something significantly more processual, dynamic and iterative—a process of making home.
Care, I argue, is constitutive of the ground on which we stand. But it is unsteady ground, and
can always be remade in another image.
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Chapter 1: the
many politics of
refugee migration
The migrant is the political figure of our time.
—Thomas Nail, 2015, p. 1.

11

Turnbull at the UN summit:
order from the chaos
NEW YORK, SEPTEMBER 2016—Then Prime Minister of Australia, Malcolm Turnbull,
delivered a speech to the United Nations summit on refugees and migrants. The meeting of
world leaders was called with ‘the aim of bringing countries together behind a more humane
and coordinated approach’ (UN, 2016, p. np) to what had widely been referred to as a
‘refugee crisis.’
In 2015, a record had been broken: more people than any time in history had been
forced to flee their homes and seek refuge elsewhere (UN, 2016). This extraordinary
movement of people catalysed incredible social and political reactions. Almost a million
refugees entered Germany; unknown thousands, on their way from Turkey to Greece and
Italy, drowned in the Mediterranean Sea; borders across Europe were remilitarised,
securitised with new fences, CCTV, armed guards; EU member nations discussed seriously
the end of the Schengen Agreement, a 30-year-old treaty which makes possible free passage
across geopolitical borders between EU nations; and a renewed prominence of neo-Nazi and
other far-right movements across the Global North. At the same time, there emerged new
solidarities between settled citizens and people seeking asylum, with a kind of ‘countermigration’ movement of Europeans travelling to key migration zones, such as Greece and
Italy, to aid the safe passage of people fleeing violence, and the extension of warmth,
generosity and willkommenskultur to new arrivals (Ehrkamp, 2016; UN, 2016).
Prime Minister Turnbull had advice for the other political leaders on what should be
done to address their concerns about the ‘crisis.’ He commended the ‘strengths’ of
Australia’s border regime, specifically in relation to the ‘irregular’ arrival of people seeking
refuge by boat, and suggested that world leaders would do well to follow the country’s
muscular model. He explained all nations must create ‘order out of the chaos’ of current
global flows of people seeking refuge (SBS, 2016, p. np). ‘Addressing irregular migration,
through secure borders,’ he explained, ‘has been essential in creating confidence that the
[Australian] government can manage migration in a way that mitigates risks and focuses
humanitarian assistance on those who need it the most’ (SBS, 2016). Turnbull asserted that
Australia’s ‘secure border’ arrangement was the right and proper thing to do for citizens and
refugees alike.
Rather than proffering the common pathologising trope that refugees present a ‘risk’ to
the nation (in the form of potential terrorist threat, danger to national sovereignty, to ethnic
or cultural purity, and so on), Turnbull instead suggested it is the broader ‘chaos’ of irregular
12
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borders that imperils the unity of the nation. Mitigating this chaos, through strict borders, he
explained, ‘helps our community unite against extremism, rather than be divided by it.’
Turnbull suggested that this arrangement was likewise better for refugees themselves.
He argued that a secure national border—and the ‘confidence’ it produces—is a necessary
precondition for the Australian citizenry to generously extend support to vulnerable others.
Australia’s focus on secure borders at almost any cost, he said, ‘has had a direct impact on
our ability to provide generous and effective support to refugees’ (SBS, 2016). It gives the
government the ‘public license to have a generous humanitarian program,’ he explained.1 In a
later press release, he restated that ‘the only reason we can [accept refugees], the only reason
it has the public acceptance that it does, is because we are in command of our borders’
(Turnbull, 2016).
Turnbull’s message for the delegation, in short, was that the ‘chaotic’ movement of
people seeking refuge necessitates the renewed production of inflexible and exclusionary
geopolitical borders. And under this particular geographic imaginary, these borders are
justified not only by the nation’s sovereign right to its land and resources, but also a complex
arrangement of other ideas and emotions: apprehension and fear about the ‘risk’ this
movement supposedly presents and, contradictorily, care and compassion for their plight. In
other words: brutal borders enable Australia’s capacity to care for refugees.

Catherine at LocalHouse: so
we go with this
WATTLE CITY, AUGUST 2017—I meet Catherine in the lobby of LocalHouse, a nonprofit refugee resettlement organisation, and we make our way into a small, luridly-lit room
furnished with old school desks and chairs and large grey desktop computers.
As we sit, she begins to tell me about how she came to be one of the organisation’s
longest-serving and most engaged volunteers. Catherine is 78 and has four children and a
PhD. She and her husband moved to the seaside region of Wattle City 15 years ago, as they
both entered retirement.2 She wanted to keep active in retirement, she tells me, and felt a
1

As will be detailed more thoroughly in Chapter 3, refugees enter Australia primarily through
the Humanitarian Settlement Program (HSP), coordinated with the United National High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). Once here, they can access a range of supports, including
short-term housing, language tuition, employment services, counselling, and so on.
2

The names of all participants, organisations and places in this thesis have been
anonymised.

13

need to do something for the local community. So, she began volunteering as an English
tutor at LocalHouse, which at the time had recently opened. LocalHouse aimed to provide
various forms of practical and relational support to people who’d begun arriving in the city
from 2001 through the Humanitarian Settlement Program (HSP)—the Australian
Government’s refugee resettlement program, mentioned by Prime Minister Turnbull.
I ask why she’d be drawn to this particular organisation, rather than one of the many
others, and she tells me:
Well, my personal motivation, and I think it’s the same of [LocalHouse], is that if these
people have come to Australia as refugees and stay, Australia is going to be better off—they
are going to settle in better—if they get the support. They need support to integrate into
our society. And if we do integrate people well, they’re going to be good members of our
society. […] Otherwise, I think they would feel resentful about the Australian community.
And lost and unhappy and maybe the kids would be unhappy. I just think that is
[LocalHouse’s] aim to help, too. To help people settle into this community.

While there were other opportunities to work with refugees in Wattle City, she explains
that ‘[LocalHouse] was doing a much more, I call it, “holistic approach” to helping. And it
made a lot more sense to me than just dropping in to teach a little bit of English.’ Rather
than focusing only on measurable outputs, or on the ‘four pillars’ of resettlement (Ager &
Strang, 2008)—language, housing, employment and education—this relatively new
volunteer-run organisation emphasised the importance of informal, convivial encounters
between new arrivals and more established Wattle City residents. She says ‘the aim is not just
to teach perfect English, but to make people feel supported and helped in their settlement
process.’
Her new role threw up many unexpected challenges. ‘Actually, doing the [English]
teaching was a learning experience, but that was the easiest part,’ she tells me.
The interesting and more complex part was coming to terms with what these people have
to do, how they live, what needs they have. How are you supporting them? What sort of
support are you giving them? What do they need? Just getting involved. That was much
more complex.

The organisation itself offered volunteers like Catherine little in the way of formal
guidance, training or supervision in navigating these complex questions around what was
needed, what was appropriate, what they were responsible for, and so on. She found the
needs of the new residents were far from straightforward, and often well beyond her skillset.
Rather than following some prescribed sequence of steps in fulfilling the goals of the

14
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organisation, ‘I think we were all sort of learning by feel as we went along,’ she tells me.
‘You’re not just teaching them English for an hour,’ she continues. ‘It tends to get really
loose.’ And this often troubled her. ‘I began feeling as if I were out of my depth after a little
while.’ She felt this keenly. ‘I was out of my depth,’ she says again.
When it came to probable domestic [conflict] problems between them, and understanding
the whole cultural side of it, there are all sorts of difficulties there. Language difficulties as
well. The whole picture wasn’t clear. And you sort of felt you were working in a very murky
pond.

But as time went on, this ‘murkiness’ seemed to clear, and she began to feel more
comfortable and confident in this expanded, less predetermined role. When I ask her exactly
how she thought this shift might have occurred, she tells me:
I think it’s a mutual arrangement. You begin to trust each other, and maybe I go out of my
way a little bit sometimes, in an area that isn’t part of the arrangement, so to speak. But
then you find them going out of their way. You know, cooking a special meal, teaching me
how to make Iranian dishes—something like that. So, it’s a mutual thing. You have to wait
and see how it develops, but in each case that I’ve been involved in, we have really evolved
into friendship. And the formal side of it is very informal. We don’t just sit down and have a
lesson [laughs]. (Catherine’s emphasis)

Now when she meets her previous ‘students,’ she tells me, ‘it is like the family getting
together again. They’re like, “You gotta come around—come for lunch!” You know? And big
hugs. So, we have become very good friends. Well and truly outside just that volunteer role.’

15

1.0

Introduction

How can we make sense of these wildly divergent responses to refugee migration? What kinds
of sociospatial processes result in either ‘border-making’ or ‘becoming-family’?
‘The migrant is the political figure of our time,’ Thomas Nail claims (2015, p. 1). The
figure of the migrant, he argues, has immense political, cultural and social force—the
movement of bodies constitutes a force he calls ‘kinopolitics,’ which takes social motion as a
starting point rather than the stasis of the state. And it seems no migrant elicits more
politically and emotionally complex responses than the migrant seeking refuge: that person
who crosses geopolitical borders not for pleasure or work, but in fear of their lives, often
without official documentation, often through ‘unofficial’ means and channels, often to
places they are still not safe from harm.3 The social force of people seeking refuge is
incredibly complex, being entangled in complex geographical processes of state sovereignty,
border-making, detention, encampment and containment, urban belonging, civic
engagement, and, most importantly for this thesis, myriad geographies of care, responsibility
and generosity, ranging from the nation-state to the everyday urban encounter.
The two vignettes above illustrate two very different responses to refugee migration in
Australia. They are both also premised on some notion of care, responsibility and generosity,
however broadly construed. They are each constituted by a particular arrangement of ideas,
emotions and material practices that works to sustain some ‘right and proper’ response to
refugee migration. And they each lay out a more or less clear plan of who requires care, who
is responsible for providing it, and what this care should look like. Turnbull seeks to produce
an arrangement of utterly clear, stable, unambiguous segments between things: a geopolitical
border that simultaneously ‘protects’ national citizens and makes possible the extension of
‘generosity’ to outside others. But there are also what Catherine describes as more ‘mutual
arrangements,’ where the ‘borders’ between citizen and refugee might be exceeded rather
than reified, where ethical ambiguity, affectivity and intimacy are not only allowed but
encouraged, and where other things might become possible—perhaps even a ‘becomingfriend’ or ‘becoming-family.’ As she says, however, ‘you have to wait and see how it
develops.’

3

The UNHCR defines refugees as those ‘who are outside their country of nationality or
habitual residence and unable to return there owing to serious and indiscriminate threats to life,
physical integrity or freedom resulting from generalized violence or events seriously disturbing
public order’ (2015, p. np).
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In this thesis, I am interested the kinds of encounters described above by Catherine: the
kinds of non-state, community-based arrangements of materials, ideas, and affects that arise
around refugee migrants resettling in Australia.4 I am specifically interested in how various
ideas, subjects and spaces of care are achieved, challenged and reproduced. At the broadest
level, this thesis will ask: What makes care possible? And what does care make possible?
In this opening chapter, I first offer a broad, contextualising account of responses to
refugee migration in Australia—both state and non-state—focusing on the material practices
and discursive arrangements that have tended to arise. I then broadly outline the
geographical framing I draw on throughout this thesis to situate my analyses of volunteerbased responses to refugee settlement—what is generally referred to as ‘geographies of care.’
This literature focuses on the spatial politics of what counts as care, who is responsible for it,
and where it transpires. Finally, I provide a short overview of this project and offer some
signposting for the remainder of the thesis.

2.0

State responses to refugee
migration

Australia has resettled some 880,000 refugees and other humanitarian migrants since the
Second World War (Joint Standing Committee on Migration, 2017). Australia first became a
signatory to the UN’s Refugee Convention in 1954, and since 1977, when Indochinese
refugees fleeing the war in Vietnam began arriving in Australia, ‘refugees’ have been
recognised as a separate legal category in its migration program.
Over the last decade, between 13,500 and 20,000 humanitarian entrants have been
resettled annually in Australia under its Humanitarian Settlement Program (HSP), with
18,500 arriving in Australia in 2018-19 (STARTTS, 2019). Once here, they are eligible for a
range of ‘targeted’ and ‘coordinated’ support services in making a home in Australia, such as
English language lessons, short term housing, vocational support, and trauma therapy. This
is the generous support referred to by Turnbull in his UN speech—and indeed, the HSP has
been described as one of the most comprehensive migrant support programs globally. The
4

A note on terminology: The words used to refer to forced migrants who resettle in Australia
are, both politically and ethically, very complicated. In this thesis, I will mostly use the term
‘refugees’ to refer to people who have arrived in Wattle City through Australia’s Humanitarian
Settlement Program and who are involved in LocalHouse’s programs in services. On the oftenproblematic politics of migrant categories, see Ehrkamp (2016).
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HSP has continued more or less unchanged over the last two decades, enjoying broad
bipartisan and popular support (Mence, Simone, & Ryan, 2015; Phillips, 2017).

2.1 2001 federal elections: the refugee as ‘potential terrorist’
Parallel to this relatively stable response to ‘official’ refugee migration, however, has
been a dramatic securitisation of Australian borders (Neumann, 2015; Neumann, Gifford,
Lems, & Scherr, 2014). Geographers have long been interested in the ongoing reproduction,
maintenance and exceeding of state borders (Dittmer, 2013; Ehrkamp, 2016; Jones, 2016),
and the work of political geographers and migration historians has shown that the figure of
the refugee has played a central and evolving part in Australia’s national imaginary (Hodge,
2015, 2018; Klocker, 2004; Klocker & Dunn, 2003).
While the late 1970s saw the Australian Government take an active and explicitly
‘humanitarian’ approach to people seeking refuge by boat from Indochina, in the last two
decades a powerful division has opened between two major forms of refugee migration: those
people seeking refuge in Australia through its UNHCR-organised ‘offshore’ program, and
those people who have attempted to arrive here by boat or plane and seek refuge ‘onshore.’ A
corresponding and immensely powerful discursive distinction between ‘deserving’ and
‘undeserving’ refugees has gained incredible popular currency (Neumann, 2015; Peterie,
2017), with drastic material consequences for these different categories of refugee migrants.
This major shift in asylum politics began in 2001, in the lead up to that year’s heavily
contested federal election. Liberal Prime Minister John Howard, leader of Australia’s major
conservative party, was seeking an unlikely third term. Howard actively amplified and
leveraged anxieties around both the September 11 terrorist attacks in New York and the
increase in arrival of boats carrying asylum seekers to drive a nativist campaign around
national security (Mares, 2001; Marr, Wilkinson, & Ware, 2003). Indeed, within weeks of
the September 11 attacks, ‘ministers of the Australian federal government overtly linked
asylum seekers to terrorism’ (Klocker & Dunn, 2003, p. 71)—an unsubstantiated claim that
has had incredible popular endurance.
Both asylum seekers and refugees were positioned as a great ‘threat’ to national
security, sovereignty and cohesion (Daley, 2009; Every & Augoustinos, 2008; Fiske, 2006;
Gale, 2004; Peterie, 2017; Sulaiman-Hill, Thompson, Afsar, & Hodliffe, 2011). Public
debates around refugees and asylum seekers intensified normalised ideas of ‘nationhood’ and
‘citizenship’ (Mummery & Rodan, 2007) and positioned black and brown bodies as ‘out of
place’ (Bleiker, Campbell, & Hutchison, 2013; Nolan, Farquharson, Politoff, &
Marjoribanks, 2011). Refugees came to be seen as a potential enemy, ‘living inside the nation
but not entirely belonging to it’ (Ghorashi, 2017, p. 5). The mobile body of the refugee
18
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became an object of fear and hatred (Ahmed, 2015) and was consequently subjected to a
range of technologies of containment and exclusion in the name of ‘border protection’
(Grewcock, 2012, 2014; Sampson & Gifford, 2010).
Refugee policy became the centrepiece of political debate during the 2001 election
campaign, leading to the introduction of new border-making technologies—including the
‘offshore processing’ of asylum claims and the excising of Australian island territories from
the migration zone—and Howard’s unexpected success at the election (Mares, 2001; Marr et
al., 2003). From then onwards, and in contravention of domestic and international law,
resettlement through the UNHCR’s offshore refugee program became the only ‘legitimate’
channel through which ‘deserving’ refugees might find passage to Australia. Other modes of
arrival, particularly by boat through the northern oceanic borders between Australia and the
Asia-Pacific region, became ‘illegitimate’ and ‘illegal.’ These ‘undeserving’ refugees, as
terrorists-in-waiting, were a risk to national security and demanded strict and often brutal
bordering controls (Gleeson, 2016; Grewcock, 2012, 2014; Hodge, 2015; Peterie, 2017).

2.2 2013 federal elections: frames of war
This ramping up of border controls for people seeking refuge by boat continued
through to the 2013 federal election, which has been widely described as a ‘race to the
bottom’ for punitive asylum seeker policy (Peterie, 2017). The centre-left Australian Labor
Party had come to power in 2007 and was vying for a third term. Early in their
administration, the Labor Government sought to allay the intense asylum policy and rhetoric
of the conservative Howard years. However, since the 2007 election, numbers of people
arriving by boat had ballooned to up to 50,000 per year. To prove their mettle on border
protection to sceptical swing voters, the Labor Government reversed their initial turnaround
of Howard’s policies, including offshore processing, and introduced their own: the principle
of ‘no advantage’ for boat arrivals (Grewcock, 2012, 2014). While the Humanitarian
Settlement Program was previously accessible to both onshore and offshore refugees, under
the Labor Party’s new ‘no advantage’ policy, people arriving onshore were excluded entirely
from resettling in Australia. Those boat arrivals who were found to be refugees would be sent
to other regions, such as Papua New Guinea and Nauru (Gleeson, 2016).
Despite their newfound and previously unprecedented hard-line approach on people
seeking refuge, the Labor Party lost the federal election. The incoming Liberal Government
was promising even harsher policies in order to ‘Stop the Boats’—incoming Prime Minister
Tony Abbott’s infamous campaign slogan.
The Liberal Government, under Prime Minister Abbott, introduced a more explicitly
militarised border arrangement. Asylum policy was treated not only as a security issue, but a
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‘border protection crisis’ and a ‘national emergency’ (Bradley, 2015, p. np; see also Gleeson,
2016). The Liberal Government introduced ‘Operation Sovereign Borders’, ‘a military-led
response to combat people smuggling and to protect our borders’ (Bradley, 2015, p. np).
They adopted what they described as a ‘three pillared’ approach to stop these ‘irregular
maritime arrivals’: a tow-back policy, where approaching boats would be forcibly turned
around to Indonesian territorial waters (the major source of boats); mandatory detention for
all people who arrive by boat and their removal to a shifting arrangement of ‘processing
centres,’ located in Australia and its territories, and offshore in Nauru and Papua New
Guinea; and the exclusion of these arrivals from ever being resettled in Australia, continuing
Labor’s so-called ‘no advantage’ policy (Grewcock, 2014). The language used in ministerial
addresses was military: ‘illegal arrivals,’ ‘on water operations,’ ‘detainees,’ ‘information blackouts’ (Hodge, 2015). Public announcements were made by a conspicuously uniformed threestar general. The ultimate aim of Operation Sovereign Borders was to exclude entirely boats
carrying asylum seekers from Australian territories and remove the supposed ‘reward’ of ever
being resettled here.
This highly militarised ‘frame,’ Hodge argues, worked to produce a differential
sensibility to the lives of refugees as lives, ‘differentiat[ing] the lives we recognise and those
we do not’ (2015, p. 128). Refugee migration became framed as an issue not of rights and
humanitarianism, he argues, but of waging ‘war.’ A highly punitive and clandestine border
arrangement not only became acceptable, but preferable—it constituted the government
fulfilling its duty of care towards its citizens. Through this semiotic framing, refugees were
positioned as ‘ungrievable’ (Butler, 2010); the figure Agamben (1998) describes as the homo
sacer: that life capable of letting die, but not being sacrificed (see also Darling, 2009).

2.3 The costs of Australia’s border regime
The violent consequences of bordering practices globally have come under close,
critical scrutiny by political geographers and other scholars (Ehrkamp, 2016, 2017; Mountz
& Hiemstra, 2014). Indeed, Jones convincingly argues that ‘borders should be seen as
inherently violent’ (2016, p. 10). Australia’s current border regime has come at an incredible
human cost. Its ‘offshore processing’ arrangement has been condemned by almost every
major national and international human rights organisation: The United Nations Human
Rights Council, Red Cross, Save the Children, Australian Human Rights Council, among
many others, including national doctors’ and lawyers’ groups. To cite one of the many
investigations into the conditions suffered by refugees and asylum seekers under Australia’s
care, a 2014 report by the Australian Human Rights Commission, The Forgotten Children,
found 34 per cent of children visited in detention suffered moderate to severe mental ill20
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health (Triggs, 2014). Further, ‘during a 15 month period from January 2013 to March
2014, 128 children in detention engaged in actual self-harm’ (Triggs, 2014, p. 62). The
United Nations has continuously condemned both Australia’s policy and in-practice
approach to people seeking asylum by boat, describing their sub-standard, ‘Draconian’ and
‘abusive’ conditions (Gleeson, 2016; Human Rights Watch, 2017). The UNHCR’s vicechair criticised Australia’s ‘chronic non-compliance’ to its human rights agreements around
the management of asylum seekers, and described its refusal to implement the committee’s
suggestions as ‘completely off the charts’ (Doherty, 2017, p. np).5
Almost every component of the ‘three-pillared’ approach to asylum seekers has been
called into question. Boat turn-arounds, which have sometimes included the payment of
people smugglers to return to Indonesia, are considered dubiously legal at best. The offshore
‘processing centres’ have been a particular point of contention both domestically and
internationally, with many human rights organisations questioning their management
practices and legality (Gleeson, 2016).6 This offshore arrangement also quickly led to a
‘surplus’ of people who were stuck in a kind of migration limbo; and there has been no
timeline for the processing of refugee claims. (At the time of writing, the waiting time for
many refugees in these camps has passed the five-year mark, with no resolution yet in sight).
In the view of the UNHCR, the indefinite detention of people who’ve not been charged with
any crime constitutes ‘torture’ (Doherty, 2017, p. np). The arbitrary detention of children
unambiguously contravenes the Rights of the Child treaty, of which Australia is a ratified
signatory.

2.4 2016 federal elections: compassion discourse
As the opening vignette suggests, the mid-term transition from the Abbott-led to the
Turnbull-led Liberal Government saw the rise of an alternative ‘framing’—what Peterie
(2017) describes as ‘compassion discourse’.7 Widespread and intensifying criticism of its

5

Significantly, but certainly less importantly, the border regime has also been extraordinarily
expensive. In the four years to 2016, the Australian Government spent AUD9.6 billion on its
borders, a report by NGO Save the Children (2016) found. The budget paid for the offshore
detention of several thousand people. On Manus Island, Papua New Guinea, and Nauru (where the
two offshore processing centres are located), the report found ‘Robust estimates of the per
person per year cost consistently exceed $400,000 [AUD]’ (Save the Children, 2016, p. 43).
6
These kinds of ‘warehousing’ techniques have become increasingly common across the
globe (Hyndman, 2012; Jones, 2016), with long periods of containment, waiting and uncertainty
often now fundamental to the experience of asylum seekers and refugees. Island-camps in
particular have become popular sites of containment (Ehrkamp, 2016).
7
This had been a present but minor discourse during the previous Abbott Government, too.
He infamously explained in a radio interview in the fallout of The Forgotten Children report’s
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border practices meant the government had to re-evaluate its explicitly pathologising framing.
Despite continuing the militarised border apparatus of Operation Sovereign Borders, an
invocation of compassion was made possible by positioning the people smugglers, rather than
the asylum seekers themselves, as the problem. In a 2016 interview, for instance, Turnbull
explained:
We have denied the people smugglers the product they want to market. They cannot get
their boats to Australia. That is why we are not seeing thousands of people put on boats,
leaky boats, many of them drowning at sea. That has been a profoundly humanitarian act
8

and we have been successful. (quoted in Peterie (2017, p. 361), emphasis added)

Peterie (2017) suggests these discourses of ‘compassion’ and ‘humanitarianism’ have
been appropriated to shield against accusations of racist or xenophobic hatred and cruelty,
even while they work to justify transparently cruel policies based on racial hierarchies
(Ehrkamp, 2017). ‘Discourses of compassion have gained traction in Australia’s asylum
seeker debate because they reconcile Australia’s preferred self-image as a decent country with
its underlying insecurities and need for control,’ Peterie explains (2017, p. 362). They allow
governments and citizens of the Global North to still consider themselves moral, generous,
and caring, as they claim to be extending support to those who ‘really’ need it, while
protecting themselves from those only seeking to ‘play’ the system. As Gill (2016) has also
demonstrated, ideas of care and compassion are certainly not incompatible with cruel
bordering practices.

3.0

Community responses to
refugee migration

As the second vignette makes clear, the politics and geographies of refugee migration and
resettlement are far from settled. While, globally, the last 20 years have seen state policy and
practice around refugee migration intensify and militarise significantly—working to exclude
refugees at both material and expressive registers—there have also been diverse, often
powerful counter-responses from sub-state and non-state actors, which have resulted in
variegated geographies of responsibility, safety and citizenship (Darling, 2010a, 2017). There

public release, ‘The most compassionate thing you can do is stop the boats’ (Joseph, 2015, p. np).
8
These policies ignore the fact that strict bordering practices in fact increase the likelihood
that people will engage in dangerous border crossings (Jones, 2016).
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are dangers, too, in reifying state sovereign power over the lives and spaces of refugee
belonging (Darling, 2017) and overlooking these myriad processes that work to keep refugees
either in or out of place (Behnia, 2012; Darling, 2010a, 2011; Gill, 2016, 2018; Hodge,
2018; Peterie, 2018)—which Coddington (2018) describes as the variegated landscapes of
refugee protection. In Australia, it’s clear that not everyone has accepted the government’s
border logic.9

3.1 Civilian action against government policy
While both private civilians and voluntary organisations have been closely involved in
refugee settlement in Australia since at least the Second World War (Neumann, 2015),
increased and differentiating non-state engagement has been prompted by major migration
events. The most consequential of these include the increases in boat arrivals during the
Vietnam war, the arrival of people seeking asylum by boat in Australia leading up to the 2001
elections, and the sinking of a boat off Christmas Island in 2010, in which 48 asylum seekers
drowned (Gleeson, 2016; Gosden, 2006). Gosden (2006) argues that in response to the
rapid politicisation of refugee immigration during the 2001 Australian federal elections, a
diverse array of informal, community-based collectives sprang up to offer alternative visions
of the Australian community and its relation to people seeking refuge.10 Coombs describes
this spontaneous movement as ‘a vast mosaic of overlapping networks,’ involving ‘lawyers,
church people, human-rights advocates, welfare workers, political activists and ordinary
people; from highly skilled professionals with specific expertise to the many thousands who
have joined a grassroots movement’ (2003, pp. 125-126). Reflecting on this minor social
transformation, migration historian Klaus Neumann notes the extraordinary ‘willingness of
many ordinary Australians in the last few years to assist asylum seekers and refugees’ (2004,
p. 113). Fiske (2006, p. 221) likewise observes the ‘unprecedented rise in community grass
roots practices of including and welcoming refugees’ during this time.
The implementation of Operation Sovereign Borders from 2015 onwards again
prompted the ramping-up of community action around refugee migration, including the
#BringThemHere and #CantStandBy campaigns (Hodge, 2018). In 2016, the
#LetThemStay protests against the deportation of 267 asylum seekers from Australia—
including 37 babies born in detention—provoked demonstrations and rallies across the

9

Indeed, it’s telling that a minor but popular literary subgenre on Australia’s border policies
has emerged over the last twenty years, detailing the violent effects of Australia’s borders (see
Gleeson, 2016; Mares, 2001; Marr et al., 2003; Neumann, 2015).
10
See also Pupavac (2008) on similar non-state and community responses in the United
Kingdom.
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country, including a two-week vigil outside a Brisbane hospital that involved thousands of
protestors who often physically prevented the entry of police. Hodge argues that these kinds
of activities ‘partake in a crafting of recognisability for people seeking asylum in Australia’
(2018, p. 8), in which advocates seek to retrieve and reconstitute refugee migrants as subjects
who are deserving of our care.

3.2 Quiet and intimate activisms
Looking beyond these more overt forms of activism, geographers have also sought to
pay attention to the more embodied, intimate, and emotional dimensions of refugee
migration (Dixon & Marston, 2011). There has been particular interest in everyday moments
of urban encounter in providing possibilities for constituting alternative landscapes of
belonging (Amin, 2013; Amrith, 2018; Karakayali, 2017; Lobo, 2018)—what Askins (2015)
calls the ‘implicit’ and ‘quiet’ activisms that constitute ‘who belongs’ within the state, city or
community.
In this vein, and drawing on a diverse array of critical conceptual framings, including
emotional and non-representational theories, geographers and other social scientists have
explored how these often mundane encounters might (re)work urban geographies of
belonging, recasting refugees not as alien, unwanted, ungrievable ‘others,’ but as valued
community members, friends (Amrith, 2018; Ghorashi, 2017; Karakayali, 2017; Lobo, 2018;
Peterie, 2018), and even family (Balaam, 2014; Behnia, 2007, 2012; Lange, Kamalkhani, &
Baldassar, 2007). Contingent spaces of urban belonging for refugees have been achieved
through diverse spatial strategies, including shared community spaces, such as drop-in
centres (Darling, 2010, 2011), or more informal support and befriending programs (Behnia,
2012; Curtis, 2016; Curtis & Mee, 2012; Peterie, 2018). This work has illuminated many
competing politics of care around refugee migration, and troubled neat distinctions between
the geopolitical and the corporeal (Hodge, 2018), demonstrating how intimate encounters
can work to achieve alternative arrangements of refugees’ belonging across many scales—
from the nation to the family.
These heterogeneous civic collectives often draw on very different ideologies and effect
different practices to the state. Godsen (2006) argues that, in Australia, non-state responses
to refugee policy constitute a distinct ‘social movement.’ She writes: ‘what has been engaged
in is a struggle for the future direction and values of Australian society’ (Gosden, 2006, p.
6).11 In these and many other ways, civilian and other non-state actors have been entangled

11

Voluntary community-based labour has also long been a central component of the state’s
own settlement initiatives (Neumann, 2015).
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in geopolitical processes, contesting the questions: What is Australia? (Every & Augoustinos,
2008). And who is Australian? (Fiske, 2006). Who and what we care for and about are tied
intimately to questions of self and nationhood. These non-state, community, and volunteer
geographies have been productive of what Askins describes as ‘alternative ways of intervening
in the world’ (2016, p. 523). In the process, they have countered punitive government policy
and popular representations of people seeking refuge as criminal, dangerous, or burdening
(Leitner & Strunk, 2014; Stivens, 2018). Instead, they have worked to profess a ‘shared
humanity’ (Ehrkamp, 2017, p. 369), producing diverse arrangements of belonging,
resettlement and citizenship in the process (Every & Augoustinos, 2008; Fiske, 2006;
Kathiravelu & Bunnell, 2017; Mee & Wright, 2009; Tomaney, 2015).12

4.0

The geographies
of care

Who is responsible for the safety, welfare and happiness of migrants seeking refuge? What
constitutes a ‘right and proper’ response to refugee migration? And how are the limits of
action produced? These are complex questions, and they occupy unsteady ground, as new
geopolitical events precipitate, new technologies of control and containment are developed
and taken up, and popular sentiment ebbs, flows and shifts course. Refugee migration sets in
motion many geographies—an incredible multiplicity of practices and expressions.
Complexes of ideas (such as security, family, community), practices (detention, deportation,
deterrence, hugs and cooking) and emotions (such as fear, hatred, love and joy) are
implicated in the achievement of these heterogeneous working arrangements. For Turnbull,
‘secure borders’ are a precondition for caring for Australians while simultaneously providing
‘generous support’ for vulnerable others. But for Catherine, and the organisation in which
she volunteers, a much more uncertain, corporeal, and affective response is required—
something closer to community-making, or family-making, rather than geopolitical bordermaking.
So how, as a matter of geographical enquiry, might we approach these ‘many politics’
and geographies of refugee migration and settlement?

12

It’s important to note that refugees themselves have been far from passive or willing
victims of government policy, but actively resist, subvert and counter the violence of the state
(Darling, 2014a; Ehrkamp, 2016, 2017; Hodge, 2018). On activism by and on behalf of immigrants
see Slack (2017).
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In this thesis, I turn to the work of scholars exploring the spatial politics of care. There
has been what some have called a ‘moral turn’ in geography (McEwan & Goodman, 2010).
Geographers have long been interested in spatial processes of responsibility (Massey, 2004),
and over the last two decades ‘geographies of care’ has emerged as a major strand of
relational, ethical geographies.13 Political theorist Joan Tronto’s (1993) early work on the
politics and ethics of care has been particularly influential. In her pivotal text, Moral
Boundaries (1993), Tronto explores how care as both concept and practice has been relegated
to secondary status in the Global North, and she argues for a recentring of care as a category
of both social analysis and ethical practice.14
Tronto outlines two of the primary reasons geographers have been interested in care.
First, care is fundamental to life itself. ‘From cradle to grave, we give and receive care,’ write
Milligan and Wiles (2010, p. 737). Far from being contained to only the first and last stages
of life, Lawson (2007a, p. 3) explains, care is ‘endemic to (potentially) all social relations that
matter.’ Because of its centrality in the continuation of life, Tronto asserts that we must
‘move care from its current peripheral location to a place near the centre of human life’
(1993, p. 101). In other words, it is vital to study care because, without it, the world could
not continue in any recognisable way.
Second, as Tronto and many feminist geographers have subsequently suggested, care
offers an alternative entry point to ethical enquiry. Tronto asks: ‘What would it mean if, in
our definition of a good society, we took seriously the values of care?’ (1993, pp. 2-3). By
looking through the lens of care, geographers can ask complex, far-reaching questions about
our ethical responsibilities to other people, things and places (Atkinson et al., 2011). It
enables the production of ethically-attuned analyses of sociospatial arrangements across many
registers—seeing how relations of care arise through encounters between bodies, things,
ideas, and so forth.
Geographers from a range of sub-disciplines have sought to apply this thinking to their
fields of research, producing new insights into the differentiated workings of care in
producing and maintaining our worlds.
Social and cultural geographers have tended to focus on care at the level of the body—
of interpersonal encounters between proximal subjects. Broadly, this work has unpacked the
ways in which care is implicated in the (re)production of bodies, places and subjectivities
13

Care’s popularity over the last two decades can be seen through an extensive body of
special editions of geographic journals that have been dedicated to the topic (Atkinson, Lawson, &
Wiles, 2011; Conradson, 2003b; McEwan & Goodman, 2010; Silk, 2000; Staeheli & Brown, 2003).
14
Her definition of care, co-authored with Berenice Fisher, has become almost ubiquitous
across care research (including geography). Care is, they write, ‘…a species activity that includes
everything that we do to maintain, continue, and repair our ‘world’ so that we can live in it as well
as possible’ (quoted in Tronto (1993, p. 103)).
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(Conradson, 2003a, 2003b, 2003c; Darling, 2010, 2011; Dombroski, McKinnon & Healy,
2016; Emmerson, 2017; Parr, 2000; Waitt & Harada 2016)—what Conradson describes as
the ‘spaces, practices and experiences that emerge through and within relations of care’
(2003b, pp. 451-452). This has included hospices and hospitals (Brown, 2003), the home
(Cox, 2010; Dyck, Kontos, Angus, & McKeever, 2005; England, 2010; England & Dyck,
2012; McDowell, Ray, Perrons, Fagan, & Ward, 2005; Milligan, 2000, 2003, 2009), city
drop-in centres (Conradson, 2003a; Darling, 2010, 2011; J. Evans, 2011; J. Evans, Semogas,
Smalley, & Lohfeld, 2015; Parr, 2000), farm stays (Gorman, 2016), urban forests (Jones,
2017) and the family car (Waitt & Harada, 2016). The role of emotion and affect, in
particular, have been popular themes of this work, with geographers unpacking the ways in
which, on the one hand, care can evoke emotions (such as grief, shame and joy) and, on the
other, how care can involve the management, regulation and mitigation of particular
emotions (Evans & Thomas, 2009; Hochschild, 1979, 1993; Stacey 2009; van Dooren,
2015).
Because it is often highly gendered and involves ‘fleshy,’ affective, and emotional
practices, feminist geographers have also been drawn to care. They have paid special
attention to the politics of social reproduction, particularly childcare and eldercare, and the
social value of care work, unpacking the politics of who is responsible for caregiving, who has
access to care, and who is deemed eligible to care. This body of work has been particularly
interested in the contested boundaries between what’s considered ‘public’ and ‘private’
caregiving (England, 2010; England & Dyck, 2012; Epp & Velagaleti, 2014; Milligan, 2003,
2009; Milligan & Wiles, 2010), what’s considered ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ caregiving (Bowlby,
2011, 2012; McKie, Gregory, & Bowlby, 2002), and how these boundaries are being
redrawn, particularly through the roll-out of neoliberal modes of governance. Following
Tronto’s earlier insights, it has shown that care is often relegated as inferior, feminised,
racialised and underpaid work (Amelina, 2017; Dyer, McDowell & Batnitzky, 2008). As Cox
(2010, p. 113), writes, care can be ‘a source of pleasure and fulfilment, but it can also be
undervalued and denied, a source of degradation and exploitation.’
Finally, political and economic geographers have analysed how care is implicated in
global flows of goods, people and capital (Goodman, 2004; A. Power & Hall, 2017; E. R.
Power & Bergan, 2018; S. J. Smith, 2005). Of particular interest—and intersecting closely
with the work above by feminist geographers—has been the significant flows of care workers
from the Global South to the Global North (Cox, 2010; Dyer, McDowell, & Batnitzky,
2008; England & Dyck, 2012), and the shifting ‘responsibility mix’ between the state,
market, third sector and family, which works to determine who is responsible for and has
access to care, and where this should take place (England, 2010; E. R. Power & Bergan,
2018). This work has explored how care is valued and placed within modes of neoliberal
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governance, market fundamentalism and austerity policy, showing that normative, gendered
and racialised expectations around care are built into public policy (England, 2010; A. Power
& Hall, 2017). Describing the neoliberalisation of care reform, Evans explains that ‘the
responsibility for personal security and welfare has been transferred from the welfare state to
individuals, families, and communities’ (2011, p. 27). In this way, what Green and Lawson
(2011) call the ‘boundaries of care’ have gradually shifted from the state to the citizen
subject, resulting in a radically altered geography of access to, and responsibility for care.

4.1 Four lessons from care geographies
While it is difficult to capture the incredible breadth of this work—which covers
cultural, feminist, urban, political and economic subdisciplines—there are four major lessons
I will be applying throughout this thesis.
First, the emotional and affective force named as ‘care’ works to make, remake and
undo geographical scales. The operation of care—often intuitively considered occurring only
within intersubjective, proximal encounters—in fact involves processes working across,
between and through many scales. It is, as Lawson has argued, always multiscalar (2007a). It
implicates many things that are diverse in kind: states, borders, refugees, volunteers,
emotions, markets, and so on.
Second, care is always multiple. As Green and Lawson (2011, p. 643) argue, ‘it is not
that some practices are caring and others are not, but that certain practices are categorized as
care according to the kinds of relations in which they are apparently embedded.’ There is no
single perspective from which to determine what is care and what is not. We cannot presume
what care may look like, what it may involve, what form it may take, or the effects it may
have (Atkinson et al., 2011; Mol). Care remains always uncertain—it could involve the
production of a militarised nation border, perhaps, or the cooking of a ‘special meal,’ as
Catherine explained above.
Third, care is deeply political. What, who, where, how and why we care are questions
that cut to our most deeply held values and beliefs. What we see and overlook, what we
cherish and neglect, what we strive for and from—our ‘cares’ form fundamental components
of our social worlds. There is a sense, then, in which politics is always a politics of care—by
how it allows connections with some people, things and places and not others.
Finally, care is constitutive of the spaces we inhabit. Bordering practices, premised on
contradictory notions of care, intensify a particular iteration of the ‘nation.’ Community
groups premised upon notions of caring for newly-arrived refugees produce alternative sociospatial arrangements and, in the process, intensify new subjects and communities. Care is a
spatially constituted and constitutive phenomenon. It is embedded deeply in processes of
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holding together and pulling apart all kinds of social, political, spatial arrangements—
including our bodies, lives and worlds.

5.0

Introducing The
Limits of Care

The key questions that inform the geographies of care literature—how do we come to care
about certain things and not others? How do we come to recognise ourselves, or others, as
responsible for the care of these things? How do certain arrangements of ideas, practices and
emotions come to be seen as ‘right and proper’?—constitute the grounding of this thesis.
In this thesis, I explore in detail a small slice of the complex politics of refugee
geographies and offer an analysis of care within the volunteer organisation introduced at the
start of this chapter. LocalHouse provides what might be broadly understood as ‘settlement
support’ to refugees arriving in Wattle City, Australia. Founded in 2005 by Carole and Alan
Turner, a retired couple who’d recently moved to the city, LocalHouse has since become a
popular, highly-visible and well-regarded presence in the community. Differentiating itself
from nearby government-funded refugee services, LocalHouse emphasises the importance of
friendship, informal connections, and spontaneous encounters in cultivating a sense of
belonging—what volunteer Catherine helpfully described in the opening vignette as a ‘holistic
approach to helping.’ This more affective notion of settlement is articulated most potently in
the organisation’s emphasis on what they call ‘friendship-based support,’ in which volunteers
working in minimally-structured programs are encouraged to respond dynamically to the
particular, emerging needs and desires of the people accessing LocalHouse services. The aim,
for LocalHouse, is not only to overcome the ‘barriers’ to settlement (Hadgkiss & Renzaho,
2014), but to develop a sense that one is home and that one belongs among the people and
spaces of the city. LocalHouse offers programs and services towards this end, including
homework help for school children, driver mentoring to help refugees obtain their licence, inhome English lessons for adults, befriending programs, as well as a shifting array of social,
educational and community-focused events. Over eighteen months, I interviewed volunteers,
participated in organisational activities, and worked as a volunteer in one of their programs,
seeking to unpack some of the material practices, emotional and affective intensities, and
expressive forces implicated in producing this space of care for refugees.
These kinds of non-profit and volunteer-run organisations—including civic
associations, drop-in centres, and community programs—have been of interest to
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geographers for many reasons, including the possibilities they open in practicing alternative
forms of belonging, care and justice for marginalised populations in the city, such as people
experiencing homelessness (Cloke, Johnsen, & May, 2005; Cloke, May, & Johnsen, 2010;
Johnsen, Cloke, & May, 2005a, 2005b; Lancione, 2013, 2014b), people who use drugs
(Carey, Braunack-Mayer, & Barraket, 2009; J. Evans, 2011; J. Evans et al., 2015; McGrath
& Reavey, 2013), and refugees (Askins, 2015, 2016; Darling, 2010, 2011; Snyder, 2011).
Geographers have also explored the ethical encounters and transformations these spaces can
facilitate for both volunteers and clients (Askins, 2015, 2016; Darling, 2010, 2011), and their
potential in enacting non-capitalist and post-capitalist politics in the city (Jupp, 2012; M.
Williams, 2016). This work has shown these volunteer spaces exist at the juncture of many
forces: the large machines of state power, operating through processes of sovereignty and
citizenship, violence and exclusion; the racial politics of popular sentiment, of fear and
hatred, but also love, care and belonging; and those forces that appear to exceed discursive
expression altogether, those molecular and non-representational encounters across difference
in which other things might become possible.

5.1 Two research questions
In this thesis, I explore the kinds of volunteer experiences that Catherine describes,
where ‘care’ appears as something that is lived, negotiated, and (potentially) transformative.
As the above geographical literatures have shown, there are always limits, boundaries, and
thresholds which work to delineate the ‘ground’ of care—who is responsible to care, where
and when it should take place, and what materials, performances, ideas and affects it should
involve (Green & Lawson, 2011; Raghuram, 2016). This can be seen even in Catherine’s
account, where she describes a process whereby she came to recognise that someone required
care and that, perhaps, she was capable of providing it. But she also described vividly the
‘murkiness’ of being uncertain of what exactly was happening, what was appropriate, and
where it was all ultimately heading. In time, what she described as a ‘mutual arrangement’
emerged, which was clearly joyful for her and, by her own account, the people with whom
she volunteered.
What kinds of interventions might these volunteer encounters open up in thinking
about care and refugee settlement?
This thesis draws two major lines of enquiry through posing two primary research
questions:
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•

First, how are the ‘limits’ to care produced? In other words, how do we come to care
about certain arrangements of things? And how do we come to consider particular ways
of caring as appropriate, right and proper?

•

Second, what happens when these limits are exceeded? What new things become possible?
Or, conversely, what lines of possibility are foreclosed?
To approach these questions, I draw on the geophilosophy of Deleuze and Guattari—

particularly the ideas they develop in their major text, A Thousand Plateaus (1987). Deleuze
and Guattari’s work has gained incredible currency in geography in recent years (B.
Anderson, Kearnes, McFarlane, & Swanton, 2012; Baker & McGuirk, 2016; Kinkaid, 2019;
Müller & Schurr, 2016; Saldanha, 2017). Situated within broader trends towards
‘materialist’ and ‘processual’ approaches within the discipline, it has helped geographers
rethink sociospatial forms in more relational, complex and contingent ways. Across their
work, Deleuze and Guattari pose a series of provocative and often geographically-inflected
questions. What are the virtual structures underpinning our reality? How is the ‘ground’ of
thought and action produced? And, importantly, how might it be produced differently? Their
major contribution to recent geographical analysis has been their notion of agencement—or
‘assemblage’ as it is commonly translated—which is generally described as a provisional,
territorial working arrangement comprised of things that are diverse in kind (B. Anderson &
McFarlane, 2011). Geographers have found Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of the assemblage
immensely productive in thinking through complex arrangements of materials, ideas and
desires—everything from geopolitical borders (Dittmer, 2013) to families (Waitt & Harada,
2016).

5.2 Signposting the thesis
This thesis proceeds in eight chapters
In the next chapter, Chapter 2, I establish my conceptual framework. Geographers have
sought to develop understandings of the relationships between care and the production of
subjects and spaces. A key challenge, however, has been how the concept of ‘care’ might be
given some analytical nuance (Milligan & Wiles, 2010). In this chapter, I seek to develop and
operationalise a new analytic of care—what I refer to as ‘assemblages of care.’ Care, I will
argue, is singularly well-suited to Deleuze and Guattari’s immanent geophilosophy. I will
build on their concepts of assemblage, the Body without Organs, and the Abstract Machine
to elaborate an analytical approach that can remain alive to care as it emerges in unexpected
places and involves unexpected things. ‘Assemblages of care,’ I will argue, helps us
understand the relationship between the forms of care that are possible and the actual forms
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of care that ultimately arise. It is on this theoretical grounding that the rest of the thesis
develops.
In Chapter 3, I offer more background context to my case study and describe the steps
I took in approaching the study of LocalHouse, its volunteers, and the assemblages of care
that emerge around refugees settling in the city. First, I offer an overview of government
responses to refugee settlement, showing how they have long reproduced a linear and
teleological model of settlement as ‘integration.’ I then describe in more detail my case study,
LocalHouse, and the methods I used in collecting data, which include interviews, diaries and
researcher participation.
The following three chapters constitute the empirical component of the thesis, in which
I draw on the assemblage ontology of care, developed in Chapter 2, to produce an
ethnography of LocalHouse as it provides everyday support to refugees. In each of these
chapters, I elaborate various concepts from Deleuze and Guattari’s work to animate different
‘variables’ of care assemblages, as they emerge in and through LocalHouse.
First, in Chapter 4, I use Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of the ‘refrain’ to diagram how
LocalHouse works to produce the ‘ground’ of care. In this chapter, I ask: How does a
particular assemblage of care come to arise and be taken as right and proper? Through
following the material, performative and expressive development of LocalHouse as an
organisation, I show how a geographically and historically contingent form of care emerges as
a social force in the city, which the organisation itself describes as ‘friendship-based support.’
Next, in Chapter 5, I ask: What transformations, at the levels of both intensive bodily
affect and semiotic extension, occur in LocalHouse? How do volunteers navigate the
encounters with refugees facilitated through their volunteering, such as those described by
Catherine above? To this end, I develop a series of volunteer vignettes to chart the ‘molar’
and ‘molecular’ lines of care. Molar lines, I argue, are implicated in the production of highly
stable, clear assemblages of care; while it is on a molecular line that entirely new relations of
care might arise between volunteers and refugees.
Then, in Chapter 6, I seek to develop understandings of the changes occurring within
the organisation during my time in the field. I ask: how does LocalHouse work to ‘organise’
care, in the context of competitive funding contracts seeking ‘value for money’? What
implications does the ‘external’ funding environment have for the forms of care possible
within the organisation? In short, I will argue this period was marked by a transition from a
‘values-based’ model of care, to an ‘axiomatic’ (or rules-based) one. Through this
‘transition,’ LocalHouse shifted from a relatively ‘informal’ organisation to something
considerably more ‘professionalised,’ and I unpack some of the consequences this had for
volunteers in their everyday negotiations with care.
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In the final major chapter, Chapter 7, I draw on the ideas and lessons developed
throughout the thesis to ask: What might a Deleuzo-Guattarian politics of care look like? In
short, and responding to issues I identify with some approaches to work on ‘care ethics,’ I
suggest that care as a political principle could be guided by two opposing movements, what I
describe as ‘experimentation’ and ‘institutionalisation’. It is through experimentation that we
might produce more joyful assemblages of care; and it is through institutionalisation that they
might become a territorial force in politics.
Finally, in Chapter 8, I close with some reflections on the geographical implications of
the thesis, particularly in understanding care and processes of refugee settlement, and
propose future lines of research.
Martin, Myer and Viseu (2015, p. 634, emphasis added) argue that we must pay
‘attention not only to acts of care but also to the very conditions of possibility for care.’ In this
thesis, I seek to remain alive to care as it emerges through the conjuncture of many things:
the corporeal and incorporeal, material and immaterial, performative and ideological, bodily
and cognitive. In doing so, I provide a situated account of how care is embodied, organised
and negotiated around refugees settling in Wattle City, and question what this might mean
for how we understand care as a geographical force.
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Chapter 2:
assemblages of
care
The minimum real unit is not the word,
the idea, the concept or the signifier,
but the assemblage.
—Gilles Deleuze, 2002 p.38
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1.0

The problem of care

Scholars have emphasised the central—though socially, culturally, politically, and
economically marginalised—role of care in producing and sustaining the world. Smith (1998,
p. 24) argues, for instance, that care ‘might be regarded as the most general, and universal,
need—from cradle to grave.’ While it is often reduced only to the ‘private’ realm of social
reproduction (Fraser, 2016), care is not confined to any particular stages of life (such as
infancy and elderliness), social position (such as parent and child), occupation (such as nurse
and patient), or even ontological status (human or non-human). Instead, care is, as I quoted
Lawson as suggesting in Chapter 1, ‘endemic to (potentially) all social relations that matter’
(2007b, p. 3). This is not an overstatement. Care is implicated deeply in ongoing processes of
world-making and world-sustaining: ‘nothing holds together in a liveable way without caring
relationships,’ Puig de la Bellacasa writes (2015, p. 100). Without care, it is not clear that our
lives and worlds would continue in any recognisable way.
As a matter of empirical concern, however, care can be frustratingly slippery, indistinct
and indeterminate (Drummond, 2002). ‘In its enactment,’ write Martin, Myers and Viseu
(2015, p. 625), ‘care is both necessary to the fabric of biological and social existence and
notorious for the problems that it raises when it is defined, legislated, measured, and
evaluated.’ Care is not a thing in itself, but a particular kind of relation between things: bodies
that are human and non-human, living and inert, material and immaterial, emotional and
ideological. Of exactly what these relations consist, however, it appears we cannot know
entirely in advance (Mol, 2008). Care involves some specific arrangement of things—some
sense of what words, practices, materials and emotions might be called for—but these
arrangements are always deeply context-dependent. Instead, care only gains specificity in
relation to an actual, properly historical state of things (Raghuram, 2016). And so, despite
our best efforts, care appears irreducibly complex, exceeding any attempt at neat definition,
categorisation or containment.
The problem for scholars is, then, if it seems care cannot be abstracted or generalised in
any meaningful way, how can we distinguish that which is ‘care’ from that which is not? In
other words, what might an adequate ontology of care look like?
Geographers from across many sub-disciplines have developed a range of concepts to
resolve this problem of how to study the distributed and contingent sociomaterial
organisation of care, such as ‘landscapes of care’ (Milligan & Wiles, 2010), ‘caringscapes’
(McKie et al., 2002), ‘care-full landscapes’ (McEwan & Goodman, 2010), and ‘atmospheres
of care’ (Hollett & Ehret, 2015; Tucker & Goodings, 2017); with adjacent concepts emerging
from health geographies, such as the well-established idea of ‘therapeutic landscapes’ (Foley,
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2011; Gorman, 2016) and, more recently, ‘assemblages of health’ (Duff, 2014) and
‘atmospheres of recovery’ (Duff, 2016).
In this thesis, however, I will draw a different conceptual line. Taking note of the above
two concerns—both care’s existential necessity and its often-frustrating empirical
indeterminacy—in this chapter, I build on the work of Deleuze and Guattari to develop a new
ontological model for thinking care.
The chapter proceeds in three sections, which address the ideas of ‘assemblage,’
‘ethology’ and ‘care,’ respectively. In the first, I describe in detail an ontology grounded
firmly in the geophilosophy of Deleuze and Guattari (1987). I argue that geographers would
benefit from engaging more deeply with their notion of the ‘diagrammatic assemblage,’ which
necessitates understanding first the ‘problem-position’ of assemblage, and its two major
complementary concepts, the Body without Organs (understood as the ‘unorganised’ body
that is capable of change) and the Abstract Machine (understood as the virtual diagrams that
‘pilot’ the emergence of actual assemblages).
Building on this model, in the second section, I engage with Deleuze’s (1988) solo
work on the ethics of 17th century philosopher Baruch Spinoza, to better understand the
differential ‘ethologies’ of assemblages—that is, how our bodily relations determine our
‘degree of life,’ which Spinoza understands as arising through affects of either ‘joy’ or
‘sadness.’ Bringing in Spinoza’s ethics, I argue, provides a way of distinguishing between
‘good’ and ‘bad’ assemblages—a straightforwardly ethical consideration not addressed by the
concept of assemblage alone. In doing so, I have followed the work of Duff (2010, 2014,
2016), who develops an ‘ethico-ethology of health’ through blending Deleuze’s notion of
assemblage with Spinoza’s ethics to highlight the “contingency of the subject” (2010, p. 631)
in processes of recovery and becoming-well.
It is on this ontological grounding, I argue, that an understanding of care more attuned
to its ‘fuzzy’ (Tampio 2009) indeterminacy might be built. In the final section, and to this
end, I introduce the major conceptual contribution of this thesis: the idea of ‘assemblages of
care.’ Existing work both in geography (Dombroski, McKinnon, & Healy, 2016; Dombroski
et al., 2017; Gorman, 2016; Lancione, 2014a, 2014b; Waitt & Harada, 2016) and outside
geography (Amelina, 2017; Epp & Velagaleti, 2014; Puig de la Bellacasa, 2011) has
developed similar notions of ‘assemblages of care,’ and to great effect. However, as far as I
can ascertain, this chapter constitutes the first attempt to bring a distinctly and deeply
Deleuzo-Guattarian conception of assemblage into conversation with the ontology of care. I
argue for understanding care as a provisional working arrangement that involves the ‘yoking’
together of both material and expressive components, and which aims to achieve a more
‘powerful’ body. In other words, I argue that care is an assemblage’s ethological tendency
towards what Spinoza calls ‘joy.’ While it might be suggested that this is an unacceptably
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generous conception of care—as it essentially includes all arrangements that tend towards
‘joy’—I will show that it helps address several enduring challenges faced by geographers and
other social scientists. ‘Assemblages of care,’ then, will constitute the major ontological
grounding of the rest of the thesis.

2.0

Assemblage geographies

‘Assemblage thinking’ has blossomed in popularity in recent years. Within geography,
assemblage constitutes part of the ‘relational turn’ and, more broadly, what has been
described as the discipline’s ‘return to materiality’ (Latham & McCormack, 2004). Yet,
assemblage thinking does not constitute a wholly coherent body of theory or research.
Following Müller (2015, p. 28) an assemblage is, at its most general, ‘a mode of ordering
heterogeneous entities so that they work together for a certain time.’ But beyond this very
broad kind of description, assemblage thinking has been conceived and operationalised in a
great variety of ways and towards a great variety of ends (B. Anderson & McFarlane, 2011).
Partly, this is a result of its diverse and messy provenance, emerging in manifold variations
not only from Deleuze and Guattari’s work, but also that of Bruno Latour (2005), Manuel
DeLanda (2016), Elizabeth Grosz (1994) and Jane Bennett (2009), among others, who each
have elaborated the idea with their own philosophical inflections.
In an influential paper, B. Anderson et al. (2012) identify four main kinds of reasons
geographers have been attracted to assemblage thinking. First is its ‘resistance to closure’
(2012, p. 176). Rather than drawing on a priori elements or relations or groupings, B.
Anderson et al. (2012, p. 173) write, assemblage provides ‘an openness about spatial form
that follows from an experimental stance that is attentive to how provisional orderings cohere
in the midst of and through ontologically diverse actants.’ Second, it focuses on the
distributed agencies of these ‘provisional orderings,’ rather than autonomous individuals.
Much like actor-network (Latour, 2005), posthuman (Braidotti, 2013), and new materialist
theories (Bennett, 2009)—all to which assemblage is closely related—assemblage
decentralises agency from exclusively human subjects, acknowledging that the power to act is
also distributed through ‘the non-human,’ both corporeal and incorporeal, and their
relational forms. Third, it emphasises emergences and ‘becomings’ rather than pre-given,
static or ‘organic’ wholes. As Müller writes, assemblage thinking ‘insists on the processual
nature of the socio-material’ (2015, p. 30), and therefore rejects any wholly totalising
structures. Finally, and following from this last point, assemblage thinking emphasises the
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fragility, fractures and fissures of forms, providing hopeful possibilities for things to become
otherwise.
These features of assemblage have encouraged new and exciting ways of conceiving and
approaching the sociospatial. Geographers have taken up assemblage thinking with
enthusiasm across a diverse research contexts, such as labs (Greenhough, 2011), maternity
wards (Dombroski et al., 2016), and murder trials (Bansel & Davies, 2014); to account for
phenomena very diverse in kind, such as cities (Baker & McGuirk, 2016), geopolitical
borders (Dittmer, 2013), and surfing (J. Anderson, 2012); and to defamiliarise familiar
things, such as drugs and alcohol (Duff, 2015; Waitt & Clement, 2015) and city parks (Waitt
& Knobel, 2018).
Perhaps unsurprisingly, this work is not theoretically consonant. B. Anderson et al.
(2012), demonstrate it has been deployed in three more or less distinct ways: as descriptor,
ethos and concept. The first use—as descriptor—treats ‘assemblage’ as a noun that describes
any grouping of heterogeneous phenomena found together. This less ‘critical’ usage has its
roots in the fields of archaeology, art and ecology. Assemblage as ethos, on the other hand,
encourages researchers to remain ‘sensitive to difference, heterogeneity and indeterminacy,’
they write (2012, p. 173). Through emphasising the openness of the sociomaterial, this
largely methodological approach does not foreclose what phenomena may exist or how it may
be apprehended, but instead prompts researchers to adopt an ‘experimental’ stance. Finally,
assemblage as a concept, B. Anderson et al. explain, ‘directs attention to processes of
agencement’ (2012, p. 173). In this last, more critical usage, assemblage constitutes both a
noun (i.e. the actual working arrangement) and a verb (i.e. the process of things working
together). And it is this usage that is generally mobilised in work drawing on actor-network
theories, post-human ontologies, and more strictly Deleuzian ideas of assemblage.
The differences between these approaches are rarely neat or even necessarily made
explicit, and most often geographical work selectively picks and instrumentalises various
elements from across these approaches (Buchanan, 2017). However, even in work where
Deleuze and Guattari have been explicitly evoked, the richness of their original work is often
not fully realised. The idea of ‘assemblage’ is often pared down in order to focus on,
primarily, the openness, complexity and processuality of the sociomaterial, leading to a
‘flattened’ materialist ontology. Further, and partly as a result of this, the explicitly political
impetus of Deleuze and Guattari’s work is very often downplayed or passed over entirely
(Saldanha, 2006, 2012, 2017).
In this context, there have been calls for a ‘return’ to Deleuze and Guattari’s idea of
assemblage as agencement (Buchanan, 2015, 2017; Dewsbury, 2011; Saldanha, 2006, 2017).
Buchanan argues that while assemblage thinking has taken off greatly in geography and the
social sciences more broadly, its analytical potential is often left unrealised in application.
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Rather than producing ‘a new understanding of the problem,’ he warns, ‘it simply gives us a
currently fashionable way of speaking about it’ (2015, p. 391). While it’s true that ‘Deleuze
and Guattari do not call for our strict adherence to their ideas,’ Buchanan continues (2015,
p. 383), they did argue that concepts ‘should have cutting edges’—something he sees lacking
with many engagements with assemblage.
Taking note of these concerns, I want to follow the lead of geographers who have
engaged deeply with the original work of Deleuze and Guattari.15 In this section, I develop an
assemblage ontology that draws closely from the rich geophilosophy of Deleuze and Guattari,
(1987). I suggest their tripartite model—the assemblage, Body without Organs, and Abstract
Machine—offers a powerful analytical framing for geographical and sociomaterial analysis
and provides an ontology with ‘cutting edges.’ And, as I argue in the third section of this
chapter, this is particularly useful with regards to as ontologically indeterminate, ambivalent
and contested as ‘care.’

2.1 The problem-position of assemblage
For Deleuze and Guattari, concepts are always creative responses to actual problems
(1994). ‘Accordingly,’ writes Buchanan (1997, p. 74), ‘it is only from the perspective of the
originating problem that a concept can be fully understood’—from the perspective of what
they call its ‘problem-position’ (Deleuze & Parnet, 2002, p. 1). So, to what problem is
‘assemblage’ a response?
Deleuze and Guattari’s work is metaphysical. They believe it is primarily through our
bodies, through their relations of desire, that the world comes to appear in some way
ordered, sensible and knowable. Throughout both volumes of Capitalism and Schizophrenia,
they continuously evoke the questions: Why does the world appear the way it does? What are
the (often imperceptible) machines underpinning its appearance? And how does the world
change its appearance? These forces of ordering and disordering are multifarious and
inescapable. They come at us from every direction, composing our bodies upon one line,
ordering our organs according to some virtual schema, determining our affects, our feelings
and movements—only for us to come undone entirely from another unforeseen direction.
Some of these forces of desire are complex and others much less so. Some work across the
entire Earth and others across single bodies. For Deleuze and Guattari, the critical task is to
trace these lines and find these machines, to see how they work, and to produce new ones.
15

This includes such major geographical works as McCormack’s (2013) ethnographic
exploration of the non-representational affects of moving bodies and spaces; Duff’s (2014)
extended analysis of ‘health’ and becoming-well through assemblage and ethology; and Saldanha’s
(2017) wide-ranging conceptual contribution to the geographical resonances of Deleuze’s oeuvre.
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The assemblage is their primary entry-point into understanding these machineries of
desire (see Deleuze & Parnet, 2002, p. 15). They believe the assemblage offers a particularly
potent way of analysing our behaviour (Buchanan, 2017). How do we come to want and
enact our modes of living? How do we come to desire particular ways of constituting our
bodies and its relations, even those which bring sadness and suffering? It is among these
ontological, epistemological, aesthetic and political concerns—in understanding the ‘ground’
of thought and action—that their idea of assemblage must be positioned.

2.2 The diagrammatic assemblage
Deleuze explains in later interviews that the concept of assemblage provides the
thematic unity of A Thousand Plateaus (1995); for him, the assemblage constitutes the
‘minimum real unit’ of the sociomaterial (Deleuze & Parnet, 2002, p. 38). One way of
understanding Deleuze and Guattari’s work, then, is as an extended elaboration of the
concept of assemblage, where they attempt to rearticulate all things in terms of assemblages.
Complicating things somewhat, their own understanding of assemblage shifts across
their work—most notably from the ‘desiring-machine’ of Anti-Oedipus (1983) to the
‘assemblage’ of A Thousand Plateaus (1987). But the most basic model is always ‘idea +
practice.’ Much geographical work drawing on assemblage more or less stops here,
emphasising how diverse discursive and material elements act together to form a kind of
working whole that is both complex and processual (Buchanan, 2015, 2017). But, as I
explain below and show throughout this thesis, Deleuze and Guattari’s ‘diagrammatic’ model
is more nuanced than this and, ultimately, more analytically compelling.
Deleuze and Guattari describe assemblages as being composed of two axes, each with
two sides—it is for this reason they sometimes describe assemblages as ‘tetravalent’ (Deleuze
& Guattari, 1987; see also Dewsbury, 2011). The first axis is comprised of two agentially
separate but mutually presupposing sides: ‘forms of content’ and ‘forms of expression.’
Forms of content, or what Deleuze and Parnet elsewhere describe as ‘states of things’ (2002,
p. 53), constitute the machinic, or concrete, assemblage. These are the bodies, materials and
actions of the ‘machinic assemblage of effectuation’ (Deleuze & Parnet, 2002, p. 53). On the
other hand, forms of expression, or ‘regimes of utterances’ (Deleuze & Parnet, 2002, p. 53),
are immaterial. These are the ideas, symbols and signs of the assemblage—they form what
Deleuze and Guattari refer to as ‘collective assemblages of enunciation’ (1987, p. 7).
An assemblage emerges from the productive but contingent co-functioning of these
material and immaterial forms. But importantly, as B. Anderson et al. (2012, p. 177) explain,
the ‘unity of an assemblage does not constitute an organic whole.’ Rather, Deleuze and
Parnet write, ‘the assemblage’s only unity is that of co-functioning: it is a symbiosis, a
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“sympathy”’ (2002, p. 52). Any apparent unity is a result of what Buchanan describes as
‘mutually agreed upon illusions of coherence’ (2017, p. 465). Assemblage is a way of
accounting for degrees of stability and contingency within living, working arrangements; it’s a
way of explaining apparent order without reifying structure. As Tampio explains, ‘[t]he
brilliance of the concept of assemblages is that it describes an entity that has both consistency
and fuzzy borders’ (2009, p. 394).
To help understand this provisional ‘co-functioning,’ Deleuze and Guattari describe a
second axis, comprising processes of ‘territorialisation,’ which can be understood most
generally as the making and unmaking of territory.16 As Deleuze and Guattari write,
‘reterritorialized sides […] stabilize [the assemblage], and cutting edges of deterritorialization
[…] carry it away’ (1987, p. 88). Reterritorialisations can be thought of as the stabilising
‘lines of articulation’ while deterritorialisations can be thought of as destabilising ‘lines of
flight’ (Wise, 2005, p. 80). In this way, Müller (2015, p. 29) explains, assemblages ‘establish
territories as they emerge and hold together but also constantly mutate, transform and break
up.’ Importantly, with every deterritorialisation occurs a corresponding reterritorialisation.
When an apple is picked from a tree, for instance, it is simultaneously deterritorialised from
the tree as a ‘seed’ and reterritorialised onto the hand as ‘food’; or when a person is forced to
cross a geopolitical border, they might be deterritorialised as a ‘citizen’ and reterritorialised as
an ‘asylum seeker’, ‘illegal migrant’, or perhaps even ‘community member,’ depending on the
expressive machines at work. It is through these processes of territorialisation that an
assemblage produces a ground upon which certain work can be done and things can be said.
But Deleuze and Guattari’s account of assemblages is developed further than this.
While the basic ‘idea + practice’ model of assemblages proves analytically powerful in many
research contexts, and has provided a very useful ontology, analytic and provocation for
geographers (B. Anderson & McFarlane, 2011), it alone fails to account for two fundamental
problems. First, how are assemblages capable of change in the first place? And second, how is
relative stability, regularity and consistency achieved across assemblages? So, in addition to
the assemblage proper, Deleuze and Guattari describe two more concepts that they propose
are necessary for a theoretically rigorous immanent ontology: the Body without Organs and
the Abstract Machine. While these two complementary concepts are rarely mentioned in
geographical work that draws on assemblage thinking, the relationship between the
assemblage, Body without Organs, and Abstract Machine constitutes the central puzzle of A

16

While assemblages are always productive of ‘territory’, these need not only be places, but
also include arrangements of bodies, subjects, things and ideas (Buchanan, 2015). This point will
be extrapolated further in later chapters.
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Thousand Plateaus (Buchanan, 2017).17 And, as I demonstrate, they provide useful
conceptual counterparts to the assemblage for geographers.

2.3 Body without Organs
Adkins (2015, p. 98) argues that if we want to explore the creation of the ‘new,’ ‘then
one must think a body that is actually capable of being experimented on.’ This body ‘capable
of being experimented on’ is the Body without Organs, which Deleuze and Guattari (1987, p.
50) describe broadly as ‘the unformed, unorganized, nonstratified, or destratified body and
all its flows: subatomic and submolecular particles, pure intensities, prevital and prephysical
free singularities.’ The Body without Organs helped address a central problem for Deleuze
and Guattari: What makes change possible? And how might assemblages change from one
thing into another?
Saldanha (2017, p. 132) describes the Body without Organs as ‘possibly the most
notorious and obscure in Deleuze’s toolbox,’ so it is worth some clarification. There are three
main points I want to emphasise here.
First, and most fundamentally, the Body without Organs is a direct challenge to the
idea of the ‘organism’ and, more broadly, to all matter of transcendental structure. Deleuze
and Guattari identify a danger in our proclivity towards taking bodies as simply or ‘naturally’
organised in a particular way, and they are suspicious of any mode of transcendental
organisation imposed upon bodies from the outside. The layering of structure—through
subjectification, signification, codification, and so forth—works to ‘fix’ an otherwise wild and
unruly body into something static and known. The rigid, arborescent structure of the ‘human
organism,’ for instance, is only achieved through blockages and disjunctures in continuous,
intensive flows on the Body without Organs.18 It works to repress the body into an
arrangement with clearly defined and contained capacities to affect and be affected. Once a
body has been organised (or what they sometimes refer to as ‘stratified’ or ‘arborified’) into
an organism, it can no longer undergo a becoming-different: only an unorganised body can
become different. It might be clearer, then, to think of the Body without Organs as referring
to the body without organisation (Jones, 2017). Alternatively, it can be understood as

17

Though, for some exceptions see (Fluri, 2014; Lancione, 2013) on Abstract Machines, and (
Jones, 2017; Lim, 2010; Miller, 2014) on the Body without Organs
18
Of course, this ‘body’ does not have to be a human body—indeed it is intended to
challenge the idea of a distinctly ‘human body’ in the first place. The Body without Organs may
constitute any ‘body’: collective (though bodies are always collective), human or more-thanhuman (though bodies are always more-than-human), material or immaterial (though bodies are
always both). In this way, we can imagine a community’s Body without Organs, a couple’s Body
without Organs, or an individual’s Body without Organs.
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comprising the ‘plane of immanence,’ which is the plane of pure possibility and pure
abstraction. Deleuze and Guattari (1987, p. 159) describe it as ‘that glacial reality where the
alluvions, sedimentations, coagulations, foldings, and recoilings that compose an organism—
and also a signification and a subject—occur.’ In short, it is upon the Body without Organs
that becoming is possible.
Second, the Body without Organs is not simply Deleuze and Guattari’s alternative
conception of the body. Rather, as Buchanan (1997, p. 73) explains, ‘logically, the body
without organs cannot be the basis of Deleuze and Guattari’s understanding of the body,
because it is in fact a consequence of it.’ The Body without Organs, then, is not the ‘body’
itself, but that which extends beyond the body. ‘You never reach the Body without Organs,’
write Deleuze and Guattari, ‘you can’t reach it, you are forever attaining it, it is a limit’ (1987,
p. 150, emphasis added). There is the ‘body,’ which is comprised of a limited range of
capacities, extensive movements, disjunctures in continuous flows; but then beyond this
extensive body lies the Body without Organs. It knows nothing of forms and substances;
there is no organism, subject or signifier. Rather, write Deleuze and Guattari (1987, p. 153),
‘it can be occupied, populated only by intensities. Only intensities pass and circulate.’ It is
where everything plays out. When an assemblage is formed, it is formed on the Body without
Organs. When an assemblage is dismantled, it is dismantled on the Body without Organs.
Finally, and as I discuss in the next section, Deleuze and Guattari make it clear that if
there were any ethico-political project at all, it is to carefully ‘dismantle’ the organism,
experiment with new arrangements of things, feel new intensities, cultivate new capacities
and, ultimately, tend towards the Body without Organs. Following Spinoza, the aim is to
always work to increase the body’s capacity to affect and be affected. This involves
undergoing what Deleuze and Guattari often calling a becoming, in which a body begins to
‘take on’ the extensive movements and intensive affects of another body. ‘The more ways the
body can be affected, the more force it has,’ Buchanan writes (1997, p. 76). Thus, it could be
argued that the central political principle in Deleuze and Guattari’s work is to proliferate our
becomings through experimentations on the Body without Organs. It through the Body
without Organs, Saldanha (2006) argues, that assemblage is connected to a politics of
difference.

2.4 Abstract Machine
The Body without Organs (or plane of immanence) contains endless virtual
possibilities. And yet the assemblages that actually emerge appear, by contrast, quite limited
in their variation. There is always a rhythm, consistency, and apparent unity to assemblages.
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So why do some assemblages emerge rather than others? How do we account for the relative
uniformity across many assemblages?
For Deleuze and Guattari, this can only be explained by the workings of what they call
Abstract Machines—abstract diagrams, or virtual plans—which ‘extract’ particular concrete
arrangements from the Body without Organs. As they explain, ‘each abstract machine can be
considered a “plateau” of variation that places variables of content and expression in
continuity’ (1987, p. 594). The apparent consistency is a result of assemblages always
emerging as responses to problems presented at the level of the Abstract Machine.
‘Assemblages are solutions to a problem,’ writes Adkins, (2015, p. 63), ‘whereas abstract
machines are the problem itself.’ In this way, an assemblage always serves a purpose, explains
Buchanan.
It always benefits someone or something outside of the assemblage itself (the body without
organs); along the same lines, the assemblage is purposeful, it is not simply a
happenstance collocation of people, materials and actions, but the deliberate realisation
of a distinctive plan (abstract machine). (2015, p. 385, emphasis added)

Abstract Machines, then, play a kind of ‘piloting’ role in the effectuation of
assemblages; they ‘guide’ assemblages and influence which sociomaterial forms may emerge
(Tampio, 2009). In other words, particular assemblages are actualised because particular
problems (Abstract Machines) are immanent within them and necessitate them.
To bring Deleuze and Guattari’s tripartite model together, then, the Body without
Organs constitutes the ‘plane’ upon which Abstract Machines may be actualised through the
emergence of assemblages. Or as Adkins (2015, p. 61) explains, ‘we can straightforwardly say
that an assemblage is a concrete expression of an abstract process.’ The Body without Organs
and the Abstract Machine can also be understood as the two planes between which
assemblages emerge—tending towards one or the other, but never reaching or fully realising
them, these planes constitute absolute limits to the assemblage. ‘[The assemblage] swings
between two poles,’ write Deleuze and Guattari, ‘the surfaces of stratification into which it is
recoiled, on which it submits to the judgment, and the plane of consistency in which it
unfurls and opens to experimentation’ (1987, p. 159).

3.0

Assemblage and ethology

Assemblage and its conceptual partners, the Body without Organs and Abstract Machine,
provide a powerful model through which to approach the study of sociomaterial forms. They
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encourage geographers to remain alert to the immense diversity of ontological elements—
both material and expressive, abstract and actual—that can come together to produce
provisional, living, working arrangements. Through assemblage, we may perceive things in
their processuality and complexity, seeing them as always open and incomplete. We may also
see how a body is capable of change (the Body without Organs), and why one assemblage
may emerge instead of another (the Abstract Machine).
But this model does not help us distinguish what we might call ‘good’ from ‘bad’
assemblages. Despite Braidotti’s (2013, p. 342) claim that ‘Deleuze’s ethics constitutes the
core of his philosophy,’ it is not always entirely clear of what his and Guattari’s ethico-politics
might actually consist. Buchanan (1997, p. 74) more pointedly argues that ‘there is nothing
at all within Deleuze and Guattari’s theory of desire that can tell us either how we should live
or how we should treat others.’ While they might often celebrate ‘lines of flight’—the
proliferation of difference over repetition—and certainly denounce the ‘fascistic’ dangers of
rigid, transcendental structures, they never claim that difference or desire are, in themselves,
good. Indeed, A Thousand Plateaus (1987) is replete with blunt warnings of the many dangers
of desire and experimentation—they understand clearly that many of us desire our own
subordination and bodily annihilation.
But an ontology of care must, in at least some minimal capacity, be capable of
differentiating ‘good’ from ‘bad’ care; to distinguish that which is care from that which is not,
even if it remains ‘care’ in name. Care is always, as geographers and other scholars have
argued, unavoidably bound up in social, cultural, political and juridical norms—habits,
performances, values, morals, laws, policies and so forth. An ‘adequate’ ontology of care
should guide us towards a position where we can say this arrangement of care is good and this
one is not.
How might we approach these more ethical dimensions of assemblages?
This constitutes the central question of this second section, in which I draw on
Deleuze’s (1988) exegesis of Baruch Spinoza’s Ethics. By emphasising the affects that emerge
through relations between bodies, Spinoza helps us distinguish between ‘good’ and ‘bad’
sociomaterial arrangements, but without dictating of what these arrangements must consist.
This is an ethics that does not prescribe what is right (or should be), but instead points us
towards the good (or what might be.)
In continuing to move towards an immanent ontology of care, I will focus on four main
aspects of Spinoza’s work which, taken together, constitute the process through which we
come to apprehend and expand our powers of acting. First, Spinoza understood ethics as,
essentially, an ethological concern (i.e. the study of a body’s capacities). In so doing, he
developed a proto- form of assemblage thinking, seeing bodies as constituted by their
relations with other bodies. From this, and secondly, he was capable of articulating an ethics
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of the body that distinguishes between ‘joyful’ (good) and ‘sad’ (bad) relations. Third, the
primary ethical task then becomes to foster joys and mitigate sadness, through developing
what he calls ‘adequate ideas’. And finally, to achieve this, Spinoza argues we must undertake
attentive experimentations with our bodies.
This model of ethics, I argue, allows me to better understand the ethico-affective
aspects of assemblage and—as is primary focus of the last section of this chapter—to develop
a coherent and analytically useful understanding of care. Spinoza’s focus on the body, I
argue, allows us to unpack how care operates through (re)arranging the body’s relations and
capacities to achieve more powerful, more joyful bodies.

3.1 Ethics is an ethological concern
As Deleuze explains, the central question of Spinoza’s ethics is: What can a body do?
‘An individual is first of all a singular essence, which is to say, a degree of power,’ Deleuze
writes (1988, p. 27). A body’s capacities constitute its power of acting—what Spinoza calls its
‘degree of life’ (Deleuze, 1988, p. 27). In this way, through Spinoza, Deleuze articulates an
ethics based entirely on the body’s capacities: its affects, or what he calls its ‘ethology.’
Dovetailing here neatly with assemblage thinking, Spinoza understands the body as ‘an a
posteriori product of newly connected capacities,’ as Buchanan explains (1997, p. 75). The
body and its affects are achieved through relations with other bodies.19
But the body is not simply the discrete human ‘organism’ as we generally understand it.
It is rather an ‘open’ conception of the body, which does not delimit what it is or might be.
This ‘body’ is closer to the Body without Organs. The body is an assemblage of parts that
come together to produce a contingent working arrangement. It is not static or pre-given, but
rather an always alive, unruly thing; its power of acting rising and falling as it comes into
relation with different ideas and objects. The sources of a body’s powers must then be
understood as an ethical concern, Spinoza argues, as they determine the degree to which a
body may affect and be affected by the world.
19

‘Affect’ has been a key area of concern within geographical research over the last decade
or so. There are many disagreements about what constitutes affect—whether it is a feeling, akin to
emotion; or whether it is pre-representational, a sensation before its articulation through
emotion; whether it’s pre- or post-cognitive; or whether it simply concerns the body’s capacities
(see, for instance, B. Anderson (2006); Bondi (2014); Pile (2010)). Important as these debates are, I
will not be attending to them here. Deleuze and Guattari, through Spinoza, offer a very clear
conceptualisation of affect, expressed through Spinoza’s influential description of ‘the capacity to
affect and be affected.’ In this thesis, I will be drawing on Spinoza’s distinction between sad and
joyful affects, drawing out volunteers’ articulations of their bodily capacities to care, often
expressed through notions of love, pleasure, frustration, discomfort and so on (for a similar
approach, see Ahmed (2015) and Frazer & Waitt (2016)).
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In this way, his ethics centres these ‘ethological’ encounters between bodies. When one
body encounters another—whether it is human, animal, organic, inorganic, or discursive—
two things may occur, determined by what he calls processes of ‘mutual (de)composition.’
On the one hand, it may happen that the two bodies combine in a way that produces some
new, more powerful whole. The two bodies enter into a relation of mutual composition, in
which their powers multiply, producing new and more powerful compounds. On the other,
one may destroy the other, decompose its parts, and disrupt its consistency. In Deleuze’s
words: ‘The object that does not agree with me jeopardizes my cohesion, and tends to divide
me into subsets, which, in the extreme case, enter into relations that are incompatible with
my constitutive relation (death)’ (1988, p. 21). It is these two opposed processes, Deleuze
explains, which determine a body’s degree of power. Each body is subject to a multitude of
simultaneous mutual (de)compositions as it affects and is affected by the diverse human and
non-human bodies it encounters. And it is through these processes that a body emerges,
stabilises and becomes different.
It is in this way that Spinoza develops what Deleuze calls an ‘ethico-ethology’. Bodies
are defined not typologically—by genus or form or some other transcendental schema—but
by their distinct affections and capacities. These kinds of ethological encounters, then,
become the primary ‘unit’ of ethical analysis.

3.2 Joy and sadness: an immanent ethics
From this basic ethological model of the body, Deleuze argues, we may begin to
produce an ethics. But this is an ethics without transcendental normativity. It does not seek
to predetermine or delimit the ideas, objects and practices that comprise ‘the good’. Through
Spinoza, Deleuze develops what Duff describes as ‘a normativity that is not at the same time
a morality; an ethics that is not a set of edicts’ (2014, p. 5). By instead focusing only on that
which increases or decreases our ‘degree of life,’ we may make ethical evaluations that do not
rely on pre-given judgements: an ethics of desire rather than obedience.
Spinoza frames this in terms of ‘joy’ and ‘sadness.’ When two bodies enter into mutual
composition to produce a more powerful whole, we experience ‘joy.’ For Spinoza, this ‘joy’
can be equated with what is ‘good.’ However, this is not to be conflated with the rigid,
transcendental ‘Good’ of morality or law. Instead, ‘[t]he good is when a body directly
compounds its relation with ours, and, with all or part of its power, increases ours,’ Deleuze
writes (1988, p. 22). In joy, the body literally annexes new extensive parts—ideas, objects,
practices, sensibilities—increasing its affects.
‘Sadness,’ in direct contrast, occurs when a body encounters another that does not
‘agree’ with it. Rather than producing a joyful, more powerful combination, Deleuze (1988,
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p. 27) explains, ‘it is as if the power of that body opposed our power, bringing about a
subtraction or a fixation.’ This sadness decreases our capacity to act and experience; it is the
lowest degree of power; it is what we might count as the ‘bad.’ While the body that does not
agree with ours still enters into combination, it does so ‘in ways that do not correspond to our
essence,’ Deleuze writes (1988, p. 22). Instead of producing new, more powerful relations,
this other body decomposes the body’s relations, threatening its cohesion, stability and
sustainability. The extreme result of this decomposition is bodily destruction and death.
Spinoza’s Ethics is thus an ethics of joy, ‘denouncing all that separates us from life, all
these transcendent values that are turned against life, these values that are tied to the
conditions and illusions of consciousness,’ Deleuze writes (1988, p. 26). Only joys are good
and worthwhile. Sadness disconnects us from life by reducing our power of acting. Joys, in
contrast, place us within life’s immanent, vital power.
But, importantly, Spinoza explains that we can further distinguish between two forms
of the affects ‘joy’ and ‘sadness.’ The first is the more fundamental. Put simply: those
relations will be called good or bad which agree or disagree with a body, respectively. At this
point, there are no distinctions between affections are ‘actively’ or ‘passively’ produced; there
is no question over whether the body actually has conscious influence over its joyful and sad
encounters. The second form, however, is determined by a difference between two ‘modes’
of existence. Deleuze writes: ‘That individual will be called good (or free, or rational, or
strong) who strives, insofar as he [sic] is capable, to organize his encounters, to join with
whatever agrees with his nature, to combine his relation with relations that are compatible
with his, and thereby to increase his power’ (1988, pp. 22-23). In short, this individual
actively seeks and produces their own joyful encounters. A body’s power of acting is bound to
its capacity to self-produce these active, joyful affections, where affects ‘spring from the
individual’s essence,’ he explains (1988, p. 27). This is the highest ethical value, the highest
degree of power: to actively, freely and rationally pursue joyful affections.
On the other hand, Deleuze (1988, p. 23) writes: ‘That individual will be called bad, or
servile, or weak, or foolish, who lives haphazardly, who is content to undergo the effects of
his encounters, but wails and accuses every time the effect undergone does not agree with
him and reveals his own impotence.’ In this instance, this individual is a passive ‘victim’ to
their affects and affective encounters—both the joys and sadness. They experience these
affects as ‘passions,’ forever remaining unaware of their causes (which are external, always
originating outside of the individual) and thus separated from their power of acting. This
individual understands nothing of the sources of their affects, but are content to experience
them only as gifts of burdens from something unknown—as a kind of ‘affective unconscious’.
The central ethical question then becomes: How do we come to know the causes of our
affects so we may actively seek out or avoid them? How do we become ‘self-affecting’?
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3.3 The art of common notions
Deleuze writes that the key difference between the ‘good’ and ‘bad’ modes is that the
former person has ‘adequate ideas’ of the cause of their affections. Bignall (2010, p. 85)
explains that ‘adequate ideas are the mind’s awareness of the affections a body causes in itself
and to others, when it actively engages with other bodies.’ The ‘passionate’ person, however,
has only ‘inadequate ideas’—they understand nothing of what causes their affections, they
experience only the effects of these affections. The development of adequate ideas requires
the recognition of what Spinoza calls ‘common notions,’ which Deleuze (1988, p. 44)
explains are ‘the idea of something in common between two or more bodies that agree with
each other.’ Bodies of all kinds share things in common: at the most basic level, these might
include spatial extension and velocities of movement and rest. But these commonalities are
often much more numerous; any two bodies may come into composition with one another in
many ways, building a more powerful whole, affecting one another with joy. ‘If positive
encounters entail an “agreement” between bodies,’ Duff explains, ‘then common notions
establish the reason for this agreement’ (2014, p. 165, emphasis added).
Spinoza thus ‘presents the body as knowledge,’ writes Buchanan (1997, p. 74). An
adequate idea is formed when we recognise that we have entered into joyful composition with
another body. Once we obtain an adequate idea of our affections, we may then reproduce our
joys and mitigate our sadness. This is the point of ‘conversion’ or ‘transmutation,’ where we
acquire the ability to produce self-affections; where we become an ‘adequate cause’ for our
affections. And, it is here that passions become actions. We achieve ‘freedom’ in the most
pure and immanent sense (see Duff, 2014, p. 14). The supreme endpoint of this is what
Spinoza calls ‘blessedness’: active joys not determined by or reliant upon outside bodies, but
instead emanating wholly from the self, unaffected by the fickle temporality and materialities
of passive affections.

3.4 Ethics and experimentation
In this way, the recognition and development of common notions becomes our primary
ethical task. ‘The common notions are an Art, the art of the Ethics itself: organizing good
encounters, composing actual relations, forming powers, experimenting’ (Deleuze, 1988, p.
119). This last point is significant. For Deleuze makes clear—in this work and that with
Guattari—that it is only through active and attentive experimentation that we may discover
with which bodies we may combine in joyful mutual composition and by which we are
destroyed. There is no a priori knowledge of common notions—those relations of joyful
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composition. ‘[You] do not know beforehand what a body or a mind can do, in a given
encounter, a given arrangement, a given combination,’ explains Deleuze (1988, p. 125).
In this ethico-ethology, the already-determined ‘laws’ of morality are substituted with
the ‘knowledge’ required for an ethological ethics. Morality is based upon static imperatives,
transcendental values, which have ‘no other effect, no other finality than obedience,’ Deleuze
argues (1988, p. 125). Morality precludes the need for experimentation. It is legislative,
juridical, requiring only the understanding of and strict adherence to Law.
In contrast, Deleuzian ethics requires the experiential production of knowledge (see D.
Smith, 2007). It is an ethics of the body, where ‘those relations which ensure an open future,
which is to say, those which promote the formations of new compounds, are considered
healthy; while those relations which lead to the decomposition of old compounds and are not
accompanied by the elaboration of new ones are considered unhealthy,’ explains Buchanan
(1997, p. 82). Linking Spinoza’s ethics of experimentation to Deleuze’s notion of the Body
without Organs, Buchanan (1997, p. 76) continues:
…the body must increase its capacity to be affected, not decrease it. Thus the body must
struggle to push the BwO, as the limit of its capacities, further and further away, and
thereby enlarge the envelope of what it can do. The more ways the body can be affected,
the more force it has.

Spinoza’s ethological experimentation, then, always occurs on the Body without
Organs. It involves dismantling the organism, producing a new Body without Organs,
allowing new affective intensities to pass over and circulate.

4.0

Thinking care through
assemblage

Through Spinoza, we learn more about the body, its relations to other bodies and the
production of its affects. Ethics, for Spinoza, is entirely a matter of the body and its
capacities: what he calls its ‘degree of life’. Through this ethological model, we gain a more
affective and, consequently, ethical edge to Deleuze and Guattari’s assemblage. Spinoza
helps us distinguish assemblages that are worth preserving from those that are not. But this is
not an ethics that tells us what we should do; it only points us towards what is good, which
cannot be known wholly in advance. This knowledge must instead be produced through
attentive experimentation: playing around with the body’s parts and relations, testing its
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ethological effects, staying alive to the existence of common notions, and developing
adequate ideas of the body’s affects.
What are the consequences of this mode of thinking for care? How might an affectively
attuned model of assemblage help us perceive the structures underpinning the achievement
of care? And how might it help us understand the ‘limits’ of care, without delimiting what it
is and might become?
In this chapter’s final section, I unpack the consequences of thinking care through this
assemblage ontology. I argue for an immanent account of care as an ethological process
entangled in the making and unmaking of territory. In this way, care will be understood as an
always contingent territorial arrangement, involving a complex of both material and
expressive components, that aims to achieve a more joyful and powerful body. To this end, I
unpack four main components to this assemblage ontology of care.
First, and most fundamentally, care is achieved through agencement. Rather than simply
constituting some neat or linear ‘practice’ between an autonomous and a dependent
individual (i.e. care-givers and care-receivers), care instead always emerges through the
machinic coming-together of many things. Second, I will suggest that we might delineate care
from its absence by thinking through its ethological effects. The reassembling of the body
results in affective changes on the level of the Body without Organs. But in care, I suggest,
this is always with the aim of producing a more powerful, more joyful body, through
maintaining or enhancing its affects. Third, care is always immanent. There is no
transcendental plane from which care is enacted; it is a contingent achievement with no
separate transcendental components. Finally, while care is always an immanent and
experimental achievement, it is not random or happenstance. Instead, assemblages of care are
responses to problems presented at the level of the Abstract Machine. The relative durability
of some arrangements of care, I suggest, can be attributed to the existence of Abstract
Machines that demand them.
To close, I argue that assemblage provides a way understanding the ‘limits’ to care
without seeing them as being entirely predetermined, but instead as always produced
immanently through machinic arrangements of desire. It is this approach to care that I adopt
throughout the remainder of the thesis.

4.1 Care as agencement
Dominant understandings of care tend to place its occurrence between two unequal
actors: the carer and cared-for, the mother and child, the volunteer and refugee, and so on.
Each of these dyads relies on some perceived relationship of ‘dependency’: that one is
dependent on the other, who is conceived instead as a fully independent actor. Indeed, this
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binary thinking has been one of the main structures that has worked to separate care from the
realm of economic production, instead relegating it to the ‘private’ concerns of social
reproduction (Fraser, 2016; Green & Lawson, 2011).
But assemblage thinking provides an entirely different way of approaching care. Rather
than being conceived as a noncomplex ‘practice’ occurring between individuals understood
as unequal in power, we can instead think care more expansively as being achieved through
agencement. Through the yoking together of non-discursive forms of content (machinic
assemblages) and discursive forms of expression (collective assemblages of enunciation), care
emerges between many things.
Recent geographic work has begun operationalising this way of thinking care.
Dombroski, McKinnon and Healy (2016), for instance, chart how expressive discourses of
‘healthy birthing’ provisionally work in concert with the materials, practices and chemicals of
maternity wards and midwifery to produce a ‘birthing assemblage.’ Likewise, Lancione
(2014a, 2014b) shows how an ethos of ‘caritas’ works with the materialities of food, clothing
and the church to stabilise an assemblage of Christian ‘love for the poor’ in the city of Turin,
Italy. Assemblage encourages geographers to look beyond only human practices to see the
often vital role of other kinds of nonhuman actors, materialities, ideas and the relations
between them, in achieving care.
In this way, thinking beyond care-as-practice has significant implications for how we
might understand the spatialities of care. On the one hand, geographers have long been
interested in how care is implicated in the expression of territory—developing spatiallyinflected concepts such as spaces of care (Cloke & Beaumont, 2013; Conradson, 2003c; J.
Evans, 2011), landscapes of care (Milligan & Wiles, 2010), giving spaces (Darling, 2011),
caringscapes (Sophie Bowlby, 2012; R. Evans, 2012), or even ethical markets (Cox, 2010;
Goodman, 2004; Popke, 2006). But assemblage offers another way of attending to this
problem. Deleuze and Guattari tell us that ‘territory’ is the first expression of an assemblage.
An assemblage always claims a territory—it produces a ‘ground’—upon which certain kinds
of ‘work’ can be done: certain things can be thought, said, felt and effected (Saldanha, 2017).
Hospitals (Dyer et al., 2008), farm therapy resorts (Gorman, 2016), family-car-commute
assemblages (Waitt & Harada, 2016), and so on, can all be understood as working
arrangements of care that express a territory through a commingling of both material and
symbolic registers.
Extending this line of thinking, moving beyond practice also helps us see there is no a
priori ‘caring subject’ that then effectuates caring practices. Rather, each assemblage works to
territorialise the subjects that it requires: teacher/student, parent/child, volunteer/refugee, an
so on. These subjects of care are produced through and productive of—that is, they ‘mutually
presuppose’—the particular territories in which they are entangled: the classroom, the family,
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the settlement support organisation. In this way, an assemblage of care is always a territory of
care, achieved through the provisional co-working of particular subjects, emotions, ideas and
practices.
On the other hand, assemblage helps us approach again what is often described as the
‘problem of distance’ in care literatures (Barnett, Land, & Hall, 2007; Darling, 2010a;
Gibney, 2000; Silk, 2000; D. M. Smith, 1998; Tronto, 1993). ‘Care does not, at first sight,
seem to respond well to distance,’ writes Robinson (1999, p. 68). Care as a guiding ‘ethos’—
being necessarily concerned with ‘the concrete, the local, the particular’ (Tronto, 1993, p.
142)—has been criticised for being tied down to the level of proximate human encounters,
and therefore ignorant of or insensible to more distant others. This leads to enduring
problems for those advocating care as an ethics: How ‘far’ can we care? What is, as D. Smith
(1998, p. 5) asks, the ‘spatial scope of beneficence’? And how might we care for distant and
unknown others?
But thinking care through assemblage, rather than as a practice, we can see that care is
not necessarily bound to ‘local’ or parochial interactions. While the family may indeed be
considered a stable and significant assemblage of care, much broader, more sprawling
arrangements of housing policy (E. Power & Bergan, 2018; S. Smith, 2005) or Alternative
Food Networks (Goodman, 2004) might, too.20 These assemblages may be as intimate as the
body or as vast as global markets. It is in this vein, drawing on insights from actor-network
theories, that Mol argues that, in providing diabetes care, ‘a body may be spread out to small
towns far away, and a [diabetes] pen may become part of a person’ (2008, p. 33). In
achieving care, it is not the distance between components that matters as much as their
relations (see Massey, 2004).

4.2 Care is the production of bodily joys
As I’ve already discussed, care is notoriously difficult to define (Atkinson et al., 2011).
Puig de la Bellacasa (2012, p. 211) writes that care ‘cannot be reduced to a moral
disposition, nor to an epistemic stance, a set of applied labours, not even to affect.’ Likewise,
examining the concept of care in nursing, Drummond (2002, p. 232) writes: ‘the event [of
care] is never established; rather it is continuously becoming and is never twice the same.’
Care’s ‘continuous becoming’ means that any attempt to delimit it is doomed to failure.
While care may be comprised of these things here and now, it will inevitably become different
in another time or place. While care might at times appear to be ‘bound’ to particular spaces,

20

However, even ‘local’ care assemblages, such as the ‘family’, are implicated in spatially
sprawling expressive and performative arrangements of what constitutes the ‘proper’ family.
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times, subjects and practices, it always appears to exceed and spill over any neatly delineated
account of it we might attempt to give.
The central problem here is that if we delimit care in some way, so that it might be
‘known’ and studied, we then risk excluding all forms of care that fall outside this definition.
Feminist and Marxist scholars have long been critical of the capitalist and patriarchal trick of
making invisible the labours of care (Cox, 2010; Fraser, 2016; Tronto, 1993, 2010). On the
other hand, labelling certain practices or arrangements as ‘care’ a priori can obscure their
more deleterious workings—such as how the removal of children from Indigenous families
was justified in the name of proving them ‘proper care’ (Bignall, 2010), or how the indefinite
imprisonment of people seeking asylum is likewise sustained by notions of ‘care’ and
‘compassion’ (Peterie, 2017). For these reasons, recent work in science and technology
studies has tended on the side of caution, arguing for a ‘non-normative’ conception of care
that positions care neither as unequivocally ‘good’ nor limited only to a certain realm of social
activities (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017; Rô Me Denis & Pontille, 2015).21
Geographers have tended to follow suit by mobilising more open-ended approaches
(Dyer et al., 2008). This, Cox (2010, p. 128) argues, ‘enables the real work of care to be
revealed and the givers and receivers to be acknowledged.’ It primes geographers to look for
care in unusual and unexpected places. For instance, Goodman (2004) explores the politics
of care in alternative food markets, which can promote new forms of caring attachment and
attention to others, including non-humans such as soil. Carr and Gibson (2016) chart how
care for materials can transfer from industrial workers to domestic gardens. And Clarke
(2011) explores the relations of care at work in ‘town twinning’ arrangements, where formal,
long-term relationships are developed between places distant in geography and history. This
work demonstrates the incredible diversity and often surprising spatialities of care.
But it also begs an important question: What unites these wildly heterogeneous
arrangements as, specifically, arrangements of care?
Here, I suggest that Spinoza’s ethological account of ethics can be instructive. Spinoza,
I have explained, tells us that bodies are provisional achievements, which must be continually
made and remade through ongoing, active labour. However immutable any particular
sociomaterial arrangement might appear, such as the human organism or geopolitical border,
there is no such thing as complete stasis or rigidity. All bodies, therefore, require the
maintenance of their affects.
Spinoza’s ethics can guide us in delineating care from that which is not care in two
ways.
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This is a debate that I will pick up again in Chapter 7, in which I argue for a care as a
guiding political principle.

55

First, at its most fundamental, care denotes ‘the proactive interest of one person in the
well-being of another,’ as Conradson argues (2003b, p. 451). To care is to pick something
out as in some sense valuable, as worth preserving, nurturing, and helping to thrive. It is, as
Puig de la Bellacasa argues (2012, p. 198), about producing ‘sustainable and flourishing
relations.’ It is to desire that the body of another might become healthy, vigorous and
powerful; a body which can be human or non-human, a body which might be as small as a
mote or as vast as the Earth itself. In short, care involves some kind of relational interest in
the affective ‘life’ of another—and is, therefore, always an ethological concern.
Second, and following this, care can involve two basic affective relations. On the one
hand, it might involve the continuation of a body that is always on the verge of breaking
down, decomposing, and losing its affects. This form of care denotes a desire to maintain an
already existing working arrangement. This aligns closely with Tronto’s influential definition,
already quoted, which proposes that care denotes ‘everything that we do to maintain,
continue, and repair our “world”’ (1993, p. 103). On the other hand, however, it might also
involve the desire to increase a body’s joys. Through care, one might hope that the ‘object’ of
care is, to put it simply, better off than before—more capable of affecting and being affected.
To appropriate Buchanan’s argument, this mode of care involves a ‘struggle to push the
BwO, as the limit of its capacities, further and further away, and thereby enlarge the envelope
of what it can do’ (1997, p. 76). In short, we might conceive of ‘good’ care as those
arrangements which in some way either sustain or increase the degree of life of another, and
‘bad’ care as those which decrease that body’s powers.22

4.3 An immanent account of care
In thinking care in this way, we do not need a neat, bounded, closed vision of what it
might look like. As Spinoza reminds us, we do not know which arrangements will bring about
an increase in the body’s affects and which will destroy them. There is no transcendental
plane from which to dispassionately judge arrangements.
What matters for care, then, is not the individual elements that comprise that care—the
times, spaces, subjects, materials and practices. Rather, as Mol argues: ‘What matters in the
logic of care is the outcome, the result’ (2008, p. 19)—which I’m suggesting here concerns
specifically the preservation of existing joys and the production of new joys. Because of ‘the
indeterminacy of the affects and relations that pass between bodies in their encounters,’ as
Duff argues in his work on health care, ‘very few encounters can be said to be intrinsically
healthy or unhealthy’ (2014, p. 153). The organisation of care—even in tightly controlled
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See Duff (2014) for a similar argument concerning the achievement of ‘health’.
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clinical settings—is always unpredictable (Dombroski et al., 2016; Mol, 2008; Puig de la
Bellacasa, 2017). Bodies, materials and technologies are wild and unruly: a person may react
badly to a medicine, a machine may break down, a space of ‘care’ might turn to one of ‘fear’
(Johnsen et al., 2005a) or ‘exception’ (J. Evans, 2011). Never totally determined from the
outset, the ‘success’ of care must instead be immanently assessed based on its ethological
effects. We must experimentally ‘tinker’ with what’s at hand to see what works and what does
not (Mol, Moser, & Pols, 2010).
Because of this open-endedness, any particular arrangement of care will be more or less
contested. As Raghuram (2016, p. 511, emphasis added) points out, ‘care relations and
understandings of care are dynamic.’ We will have different ideas around what constitutes
‘common notions’ in care; different knowledges around what brings about an increase in a
body’s degree of life. As debates around parenting (such as the so-called ‘mummy wars’),
disability care (particularly debates around what constitutes bodily (dis)ability), and refugee
politics in Australia have made clear (as I discussed in Chapter 1), there is no singular
position from which to finally and unequivocally determine what is care and what is not. The
sociomaterial arrangements that achieve care need not be ‘good’—or perceived as such—for
everyone.
Assemblage offers one avenue through which we might account for this dynamism and
remain alive to care’s messiness and ambivalence. People and things are positioned
differently within assemblages of care and, consequently, will experience them differently.
Those arrangements which are generally less contested, which seem to more consistently
produce joyful affects, might become codified into a widely recognisable form of ‘good’
care—the ‘family,’ for instance, or standardised practices of ‘midwifery’ (Dombroski et al.,
2016) or the ‘generosity’ and ‘friendship’ towards refugees effected through third sector
organisations (Peterie, 2018). Inevitably, others will be more ethologically volatile, more
contested, and therefore less stable as forms of care. Care, like the bodies it concerns, is a
moving, alive thing, and always subject to revision—what I will describe throughout this
thesis as care ‘in-decision’.
Moreover, there is no contradiction in observing that a particular arrangement may be
simultaneously caring and uncaring. Rather, as Martin, Myers and Viseu write, care
‘circulates within systemic and often violent relations of power’ (2015, p. 632)—such as an
economy in which a mother from the Global South must leave her children to take care of
the children of other, wealthier parents in the Global North (England & Dyck, 2012;
Hochschild, 1993); or a working arrangement that involves the slaughter of animals on a
trauma therapy farm (Gorman, 2016). In any given arrangement of care, an increase in the
bodily joys of some may lead to, or even demand, a corresponding increase in the sadness of
others. Assemblage encourages us to see care as entangled in these broader political ecologies
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that have differential ethological effects, and it helps us apprehend the ways in which
particular arrangements come to be (even if only provisionally) understood as ‘care’.

4.4 Care and the abstract machine
While care is always immanent, the concrete arrangements of care that emerge are
clearly not random. As Buchanan (2015, p. 385) reminds us, assemblage ‘is not simply a
happenstance collocation of people, materials and actions.’ Rather, we can see the
production of more or less regular, predictable and stable caring arrangements across
different contexts: particular kinds of family units, state welfare programs, health services,
refugee support organisations, and so on. The concept of assemblage alone cannot account
for the existence of these enduring sociomaterial arrangements.
Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of the Abstract Machine allows us to understand these
relatively stable arrangements as responses to similar sets of abstract ‘problems’. An
assemblage is always, as Buchanan reminds us, ‘the deliberate realisation of a distinctive plan’
(2015, p. 385). By presenting particular ‘problems’, Abstract Machines play a kind of
piloting role in the realisation of assemblages, which can then be considered provisional,
imperfect ‘answers’.
Certain caring arrangements endure and appear to share consistency precisely because
they attempt to solve problems presented by the Abstract Machine; they are concrete
realisations of the workings of an abstract machine. Abstract Machines are implicated in
questions of why we care for something rather than something else, and what we think an
adequate or inadequate response to the needs of care might look like. In this way, Abstract
Machines—working through various ideas, institutions, plans, and models—work to
differentiate ‘good’ from ‘bad’ care.
Human survival, for instance, presents many challenges that endure across extremely
diverse contexts. The ‘nuclear family,’ then, might be understood a relatively stable
arrangement that attempts to respond to some of these challenges in a more or less adequate
manner. Likewise, the so-called ‘refugee crisis’ might be understood as a kind of Abstract
Machine that is then ‘solved’ through assemblages which might be considered more or less
caring: international compacts, offshore detention, the volunteer refugee association. To
return to the language of Deleuze and Guattari’s diagrammatic assemblage, these actualised
arrangements of care ‘swing’ between the Body without Organs—as a plane of pure
possibility—and the Abstract Machine, which guides their emergence.
A further task for social scientists, then, is to not only chart the various parts that come
together in the achievement of care, and to unpack the differential ethological effects that
these arrangements produce, but to also pay attention to what ends an assemblage works.
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Assemblages always exist for a reason; they exist because some power set-up demands they
exist. Accordingly, we must attempt to perceive the various Abstract Machines, abstract
diagrams, or virtual plans, which work to ‘extract’ particular concrete arrangements upon the
Body without Organs.

5.0

Closing: an immanent
ontology of care

Responding to both care’s fundamental necessity and its often-frustrating indeterminacy, this
chapter has considered what an ‘adequate’ ontology of care might look like. I argued for a
deep engagement with Deleuze and Guattari’s geophilosophy, which offers a powerful
ontological framework for ‘thinking the sociomaterial’ through their tripartite model of the
assemblage, Body without Organs, and Abstract Machine. But assemblage alone does not tell
us how to differentiate a ‘good’ assemblage from a ‘bad’ one—something we would like an
account of care to be able to do. So, I turned also to Deleuze’s work on Spinoza, which
encourages us to remain attentive to the ethological effects of processes of mutual
(de)composition between bodies, through the affects of joys and sadness.
Though this immanent ontological grounding, I suggest that care is fundamentally an
ethological process entangled in the making and unmaking of territory. Assemblages of care
are contingent territorial arrangements, involving complexes of both material and expressive
components, always working towards achieving more powerful, more joyful bodies. The
Body without Organs—comprising the plane upon which an assemblage is organised—helps
us to see how these changes are possible in the first place. And the apparent consistency and
unity of some assemblages of care can be attributed to the operation of Abstract Machines,
which play a kind of ‘piloting role’ in the emergence of concrete assemblages, working to
distinguish ‘good’ from ‘bad’ care.
This ontology of care helps address several persisting problems within the literature on
care. On the one hand, by seeing care as more than a ‘practice’ between pre-existing but
unequal individuals, we can rethink the spatialities of care. Assemblage offers a clear
theoretical grounding for how particular territories—both spaces and subjectivities—are in
fact produced through care. Moreover, through taking a relational, topological account of the
spatial, we are able to respond to ‘the problem of distance,’ by seeing how it is not the
distances between elements that matter in the realisation of care, but their relations.
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On the other hand, it allows us to avoid the dual traps of either romanticising care or
delimiting what it may look like.23 Appropriating Spinoza, we do not know of what an
assemblage of care might consist. Assemblage does not seek to predetermine the ‘boundaries’
of care; it does not delimit care to particular times, places and actors. By focusing on the
ethological outcome of particular arrangements, rather than just the elements that compose
it, assemblage offers a way of thinking care without transcendental normativity, instead
encouraging us to attend to what Parr (2003, p. 213), describes as the ‘multiple material and
symbolic dimensions to the giving and receiving of care.’
Assemblage helps us understand the relationship between the forms of care that are
possible and the actual forms of care that ultimately arise—such as the violent border regimes
or complex relations of friendship between a volunteer and a new arrival I discussed in
Chapter 1. It allows us to remain alive to care as it is entangled in the mundane and the
exceptional, the expected and surprising, the human and more-than-human, the convivial
and the destructive, and the material and expressive. And, most importantly for this thesis, it
helps us apprehend how the ‘limits’ of care are constantly being drawn, exceeded and then
redrawn.
As Massumi writes in the forward to A Thousand Plateaus (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987),
the question should not be: is it true? But: does it work? This assemblage ontology of care
provides a point of entry in exploring care without delimiting what it might look like.
Drawing and building on this model across the remainder of the thesis, then, I seek to remain
open to the immense heterogeneity of care as it arises and passes away; as things contingently
commingle to achieve care; as bodies are recomposed and their affects modified. While this
model provides the grounding of the entire thesis, each of the three empirical chapters will
tend to centre around one component of Deleuze and Guattari’s immanent ontology: the
‘assemblage’ in Chapter 4; the ‘Body without Organs’ in Chapter 5; and the ‘Abstract
Machine’ in Chapter 6. Finally, in the seventh and final chapter, I will return to some of the
ontological problems with care flagged above and work to produce a concept of care as a
political principle.

23

Again, this is a problem that I will address more fully in the final analytical chapter,
Chapter 7.
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What is interesting about concepts like desire, or machine,
or assemblage is that they only have value in their variables,
and in the maximum of variables which they allow.
—Gilles Deleuze and Claire Parnet, 2002, p. 108.
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1.0

Introduction

As I demonstrated in Chapter 1, refugee migration to Australia sets in motion many
geographies—many ideas, practices and emotions are assembled around what a ‘right and
proper’ response to the arrival of refugee migrants might look like. Building on this
discussion, in this third chapter, I provide more background to the case study—the volunteerrun resettlement organisation, LocalHouse—and describe the methodological tools I
employed to ‘capture’ the volunteer assemblages of care that arise around refugee migration.
To this end, it proceeds in two major sections.
The first section provides a short overview of the major policy context from which
LocalHouse emerged, discussing in relatively broad strokes the Australian Government’s
approach to both refugee settlement and the support it provides (or funds) to facilitate this
process. While Chapter 1 focused on the major discursive politics of refugee migration, the
material processes of national border-making, and the myriad non-state mobilisations around
people seeking refuge in Australia, this section follows refugees that arrive through the
Australian Government’s ‘formal,’ pre-arranged migration channels, and outlines the
settlement services these refugees are provided on arrival. This discussion will show the
government has long reproduced a linear, teleological model of settlement as ‘assimilation’ or
‘integration.’ The ‘problem’ of settlement then involves ‘removing barriers’ so that refugees
might be absorbed into the existing social body. From this discussion, I ‘zoom in’ to provide
a short account of refugee migration to Wattle City and the current arrangement of
government-funded services in the area, before finally introducing in more detail the case
study.
The second section focuses on the steps I took in approaching the study of LocalHouse
and its volunteers. I first discuss some of the methodological challenges of researching
assemblages, particularly questions around the epistemological limits of the relatively
standard geographical tools I have employed, including interviews, diaries and researcher
participation. I then walk through the ‘nuts and bolts’ of fieldwork, describing the practical
steps I took in ‘creating’ data—in engaging with the organisation, recruiting participants,
conducting interviews, and becoming a volunteer myself. I close the chapter by describing the
approach I took to analysing this data, which centres around Deleuze and Guattari’s call to
‘find the machine’.
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2.0

Refugee resettlement in
Australia

As Klaus Neumann demonstrates in his history of Australia’s response to refugees, Over the
Seas (2015, p. 4), ‘[u]ntil 1941, refugees did not play a role in the government’s overall
immigration policy.’ Although refugees certainly did arrive before this time, it was not because
they were ‘refugees’ they were allowed passage. But throughout the 1940s, it became
increasingly accepted as commonsense among politicians that Australia needed to
dramatically increase its population, and the first Department of Immigration was established
in 1945. This vision of ‘a big Australia’ was informed by fears of porous northern borders and
aspirations for global economic competitiveness: ‘populate or perish,’ warned the first
Minister for Immigration, Arthur Calwell (Neumann, 2015).
Australia’s first formal deal to accept refugees was struck with the newly formed
International Refugee Organisation (IRO) to relocate and resettle European refugees (Mence
et al., 2015). Concessions were made to the ‘White Australia policy’—a group of policy
measures that worked to exclude non-European and non-Christian immigration—and some
100,000 displaced Europeans, mostly Jewish, were settled in Australia by the end of the
1940s through its ‘assisted passage program’ (Mence et al., 2015).
Though relatively scant at that time, government settlement services largely focused on
shaping these new arrivals into national economic ‘assets’ (Hugo, 2014). The needs of
refugees were not differentiated from those of other migrants. Migrant ‘contracts’ dictated
these arrivals were obliged to remain in Australia and remain in whatever vocation the
government allocated for at least two years. In return, they received accommodation for their
first year of settlement across a network of migrant hostels (which were established by 1948)
and were provided with language lessons through the Adult Migrant Education Scheme.
Throughout the 1940s and 1950s, these services were made available with the expectation
that arrivals would work and fast assimilate into the ‘Australian way of life’ (Neumann,
2015).
Even at this early stage, the Australian government recognised the importance of
community and non-government organisations in facilitating this (economically-focused and
culturally intolerant) iteration of settlement. Agreements were made between the
Government and other organisations, often verbally, such as that between the Department
and churches, where Jewish synagogues (in the 1940s) or Russian Orthodox churches (in the
1950s and 1960s) would take responsibility for their respective parishioners (Neumann,
2015). Other extra-governmental relationships were more formalised, however, such as the
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development of the Good Neighbour Councils in the late 1940s (Tavan, 1997). Funded by
the Government, these councils aimed to foster relationships between new arrivals—
including refugees—community members, services, and government, with an emphasis on
developing migrant skills. This was an extensive operation: ‘[b]y January 1954,’ a 2015
History of the Department of Immigration explains, ‘there were 100 branches of the Good
Neighbour movement in Australia with over 10,000 people directly engaged in its various
committees delivering advice and guidance’ (Mence et al., 2015). Cultural assimilation
remained an expectation, however, and the councils were largely abolished in 1978 as the
idea of multiculturalism gained traction and ethnic groups sought independent funding.

2.1 Multicultural Australia, humanitarian settlement
Between the close of the Second World War and 1957, 170,000 displaced persons had
arrived in Australia under its assisted passage program. Though underpinned by economic,
not humanitarian, concerns, and ideals of white European cultural homogeneity, Australia’s
British-European ethnic hegemony had been substantially eroded by this time. Increasingly,
the White Australia Policy was becoming politically indefensible on the global stage and
domestically untenable, particularly if the Australian government were to maintain
aspirations of ‘a big Australia.’
But it was not until the 1970s, with the successive ‘pro-multiculturalism’ Whitlam
(Labor) and Fraser (Liberal) governments, that the explicitly racist underpinnings of
Australia’s immigration programs were more radically called into question (Mence et al.,
2015). Both governments wished to see a total end to the White Australia policy.
Throughout 1972-73, Whitlam formally adopted the language of multiculturalism, rejecting
notions of cultural assimilation, and substantiated this through removing ‘race’ as a criterion
of immigration (McMaster, 2002). By 1975, the Whitlam Government had agreed on
developing a more ‘humanitarian’ refugee policy; but a political crisis later that year, which
led to the end of the Labor Government, left this new humanitarianism mostly untested. The
new Fraser Government, however, continued on the same track. While Whitlam was openly
against the idea of ‘a big Australia’—instead wanting to focus on providing for existing
Australian citizens—Fraser fostered no such reservations about a growing population.
Instead, under Fraser, Australia would see the biggest movement of non-European
immigrants of any period.
It was April 1976, after the fall of Saigon, Vietnam, when the first boat carrying
refugees—‘boat people’, as they would thereafter be referred—landed off Darwin in the
Northern Territory (Hugo, 2002). Five Indochinese men, fleeing communist persecution in
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Vietnam, sought asylum in their political ally, Australia. Over the next five years, dozens
more boats arrived, carrying some 2,000 Indochinese asylum seekers.
Although there was popular ambivalence about these arrivals among Australians, the
Fraser Government largely avoided pandering to xenophobic concerns (Neumann, 2015).
Instead, two important changes regarding refugees took place in the second half of the 1970s.
First, the government explicitly (and for the first time) deployed the language of
‘humanitarianism’ to justify the dramatic increase in the intake of non-European, namely
Indochinese, asylum seekers (Hugo, 2002; McMaster, 2002). They set up processing centres
in Southeast Asia, offering safe passage to Australia for Indochinese refugees, and curbing the
need for asylum seekers to make the perilous journey to Australia by boat. In the decade from
1975, Australia settled some 95,000 Indochinese refugees. This act, Fraser stated at the time,
gave ‘substance to the ending of the White Australia policy’ (cited in Neumann (2015, p.
286)). Second, the arrival of persecuted, culturally ‘other’ arrivals led the government to
develop and adopt as a matter of urgency a more comprehensive ‘settlement strategy’ for
forced migrants. Although Whitlam had acknowledged as much in 1975, it was not until
1977 that refugee arrivals would be formally recognised as a distinct category within the
migration program, with unique settlement needs, manifested in what would thereafter be
known as the Australian Humanitarian Program.

2.2 The Galbally Report
In the first three quarters of the 20th century, then, the Australian government operated
under a relatively simplistic, economic and often explicitly discriminatory model of
resettlement: migrants arrive, assimilate into the Australian culture and ethos, and come out
the other end as fully fledged ‘New Australians’ (Neumann, 2015). This approach to
resettlement was concerned with fulfilling what it saw as the material needs necessary to
become a culturally acceptable and economically productive Australian citizen. The last
quarter, however, saw a re-evaluation of this economic and assimilationist model (Claydon,
1981). It was acknowledged refugees generally have greater and different needs than other
migrants (who were largely English-speaking and in robust health), and that more a nuanced,
appropriate, ‘multicultural model’ should be adopted.
Partly motivated by a concern to respond responsibly to the unfolding Southeast Asia
crisis—and possible future crises—the government commissioned a ‘Review of Post Arrival
Programs and Services to Migrants’ (1978), known popularly as the ‘Galbally Report’ (after
its primary author) (Galbally, 1978). Waxman (1998, p. 762) describes the report as ‘a
watershed in settlement policy direction in Australia.’
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The Galbally Report recognised that in the three decades before, ‘migrants from almost
every nation of the world had arrived in Australia’ (Australian Institute of Multicultural
Affairs, 1982, p. 1). In response, ‘[a] series of disparate programs had been established [by
the Australian government] to meet their needs’ (Australian Institute of Multicultural Affairs,
1982, p. 1). The report offered the first comprehensive assessment and review of these
programs and services. It was tasked with developing a more coordinated, efficacious, and
culturally sensitive model of resettlement.
The report’s proposals were far-reaching, ‘[touching] on activities in almost every
Commonwealth department’ (Australian Institute of Multicultural Affairs, 1982, p. 2). It
started with the recognition that Australia was a nation made up of cultures from all over the
world, that this was a strength, and that this needed to be promoted and encouraged
ideologically and supported materially. The report operated under the principle that
‘migrants should, as a matter of right, have access to the general programs and services
available to the community as a whole’ (Australian Institute of Multicultural Affairs, 1982, p.
4). It recognised that there are barriers to equality of access, and settlement services should
be coordinated to address these. Accordingly, many of its recommendations worked towards
this end, such as providing more comprehensive access to translation services for medical,
legal, and government services, and access to media and information through community and
special broadcasting services.
A key outcome of the Report was its endorsement of the use of Migrant Resource
Centres. A pair of these centres were opened in 1977 and were tasked with experimenting
with a more comprehensive and centrally-coordinated approach to migrant settlement. They
aimed to facilitate migrants’ successful ‘integration’ into local communities, rather than solely
focussing on producing culturally-assimilated, national economic assets. They were intended
as places ‘where refugees can access various services and which provide advice, advocacy, and
opportunities for social support and community development,’ Colic-Peisker and Tilbury
explain (2003, p. 63). The report advocated the strengths of these centres, and twenty more
were opened within five years. The centres proved enduring: several are still operational
today, and Australia’s development of the centres led the way for their use globally.
As an evaluation conducted three years later found, the programs and services
developed out of the Galbally Report offered to migrants ‘together make up what is perhaps
the most comprehensive system of migrant and multicultural services in the world’
(Australian Institute of Multicultural Affairs, 1982, p. 3). Indeed, the report progressed
settlement services further than any other in Australia’s history. All subsequent iterations of
settlement support fall within its scope, and later changes were largely made around the
departmental divisions of responsibility and funding structures.
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2.3 Integrated Humanitarian Settlement Strategy
Settlement services were given a further major restructure in 1997, with the
introduction of the Integrated Humanitarian Settlement Strategy (IHSS)—which, despite a
few name and funding changes, largely remains in place today. The purpose of this
restructure was ‘to align policy and operational areas and strengthen its border management
functions’ (Mence et al., 2015, p. 66), while bringing settlement services under a single
funding program. At this time, Australia was beginning to experience its so-called ‘third
wave’ of asylum seekers arriving by boat (the ‘second wave’ taking place a decade earlier,
with people seeking refuge from Cambodia and South China). These latest arrivals were
mostly from Iraq, Afghanistan, Iran, Sri Lanka and Pakistan, and largely moved through to
Australia through accessing newly-formed people-smuggling syndicates. While the Australian
government moved to radically restrict the arrival of these populations—backed by
increasingly popular distaste at their entry—they also aimed to improve services to refugees
arriving through the offshore humanitarian program.
Refugee settlement services under IHSS were further differentiated from other forms of
migration. IHSS was not available to all migrants—only those who fell within the
humanitarian visa category, including visa subclasses 200 (Refugee), 201 (In-Country Special
Humanitarian), 203 (Emergency Rescue), and 204 (Woman at Risk). IHSS services were
generally available to entrants for six months from arrival, though this could be extended to
up to a year in special cases. The IHSS model—described as a ‘humanitarian and
development’, and ‘coordinated case management’ approach (DIMIA, 2003)—borrowed
heavily from those previous, though was now more geared towards providing ‘intensive’
settlement support to specifically humanitarian arrivals. Through adopting a ‘case
management approach,’ services were targeted towards the individual needs of arrivals (and
their families), contrasting with the previous ‘broad brushstroke’ models. IHSS aimed to
respect humanitarian arrivals’ social and cultural autonomy while giving them the tools and
skills needed to achieve self-sufficiency (largely understood as avoiding ‘welfare dependency’)
as soon as possible. The role of government in the settlement process was now understood as
providing the skills necessary for arrivals to ‘make their own way along the settlement path’
(DIMIA, 2003, p. 7), which largely meant removing the ‘barriers’ that restricted refugees
from accessing mainstream services. All subsequent models of settlement services—including
the current iteration, the Humanitarian Settlement Program (HSP)—have largely replicated
the IHSS model.
However, as a 2003 evaluation stated, ‘[t]he major innovation of the IHSS was that
services were competitively tendered and contracted’ (DIMIA, 2003, p. 5). The various
components of the IHSS were contracted to non-government organisations (usually, but not
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exclusively, not-for-profit), with one organisation generally acting as the ‘umbrella’
organisation for each state or region. Likewise, funding allocated for refugee services offered
outside the IHSS program was rolled into the newly developed ‘Settlement Grants Program’,
making it available to a broader range of organisations offering settlement services (SCOA,
2014).24
Between the 1998-2000 development of IHSS and today, settlement services for
refugees have undergone several further structural adjustments. In 2011, for example, the
IHSS was replaced by the Humanitarian Settlement Services (HSS), which was again
replaced by the Humanitarian Settlement Program (HSP).25 The bulk of the settlement
services framework was carried over, however, and the actual suite of services has largely
stayed intact.
Today, upon exiting the HSP, refugees have access to a further suite of services offered
under the Settlement Services Program (SSP) and Specialised and Intensive Services (SIS).
Organisations funded under the SSP offer targeted, longer-term services, including:
‘information, referral and short-term casework services; community capacity building and
development; and service planning, development and integration promoting participation and
inclusion in Australian society’ (SCOA, 2015, p. 45). While still operating under a casemanagement approach that aims at removing ‘barriers’ to accessing mainstream services,
these organisations also have some latitude to offer less ‘instrumental’ and formal services,
broadly construed as ‘social services.’ SIS, on the other hand, tends to humanitarian arrivals
with complex needs, particularly physical and trauma-related health conditions.

3.0

Resettlement in Wattle City

This is the pathway through which almost all refugees arrive in the city of Wattle City, and
the state’s ‘integration’ model of settlement in which they are embedded. Wattle City has a
population of around 250,000, placing it among the ten most populous cities in Australia.
While, like most Australian cities, Wattle City is predominantly Anglo-Australian, it has long
been home to diverse ethnic communities. By the mid-1960s, for instance, around 60 per
cent of workers at the local heavy industry company were born overseas, primarily in Britain,
24

As I will discuss further in Chapter 6, this shift from grants-based funding to purchaserprovider, competitively-tendered contracts has been critiqued within settlement literatures.
25
These details are correct at the time of writing—but note that the Humanitarian
Settlement Program is prone to frequent and somewhat confusing changes in nomenclature,
funding structure and funding distribution.
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but also Macedonia, Greece, Turkey and several Eastern European nations. And today,
around 17 per cent of city residents speak a language other than English at home.
Historically, refugees have made up a small but culturally rich component of the city’s
demographic diversity. Reliable numbers on refugees arriving in the city before 2000 are nonexistent. However, a Local Council publication notes that ‘[the] earliest group of “displaced
persons” or refugees was housed at [a local] hostel in September 1949.’ The same council
document states that from around the same time until 1975, the major heavy industry
company funded a migrant hostel near the main steelworks for workers in need of low-cost
housing. The hostel provided accommodation for ‘up to 500 men, mostly from Yugoslavia.’
Considering the political context of Yugoslavia during that period, we can assume many of
these men would have been forced migrants—whether or not they were officially recognised
as such through the IRO or its immediate successor, the UNHCR. Later, during the 1970s,
Indochinese refugees arrived in the region; and then during the 1990s, small Serbian,
Croatian and Bosnian refugee communities formed.
Since the early 2000s, figures have been much more dependable. Arrivals have largely
been processed offshore through Australia’s formal Humanitarian Settlement Program (HSP)
and sent to the city through a ‘strategic settlement plan’. The source nations of refugees
arriving in Wattle City have shifted frequently in response to global events over the last two
decades. Before 2000, refugees from the former Yugoslavia constituted the largest group of
arrivals, but since then humanitarian entrants have largely arrived from south-east Asia,
Africa and the Middle East. Between 2002 and 2005, 154 refugees arrived in Wattle City.
The next three years saw a considerable jump in numbers, with a total of 467 refugee arrivals.
The largest group of this contingent came from Burma, while the Democratic Republic of the
Congo constituted the second largest. The next six years, 2009-2014, saw steadily increasing
numbers of arrivals in the region: from 107 in 2010 to 463 in 2016. During that time
refugees from the Middle Eastern nations of Iraq, Afghanistan, Iran—and more recently
Syria—became the largest arrival groups. Between 2002 and 2018, then, an estimated 2721
refugees have settled in Wattle City.
The last 15 years of refugee settlement in the region has seen a great mix in ethnic,
cultural, religious and linguistic diversity. Refugees from at least twelve countries have now
settled in Wattle City.26 Adding to this diversity is the fact that many refugee ‘source’ nations
are made up of multiple ethnic groups. Burmese refugees in the city, for example, come from
‘Karen, Karenni, Chin and Kachin hill tribes,’ a Local Council report explains. These groups
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Significantly, these numbers do not account for in-country migration of refugees:
refugees voluntarily leaving or arriving in Wattle City post-arrival. There are no official records of
this.
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have distinct cultures and do not necessarily share a language. Having small numbers of
diverse ethnic groups can make settlement in Wattle City more resource intensive than it
might be in major cities, where larger populations may more easily form organic communities
offering social support and where services are concentrated. As a result, there is a greater
amount of settlement services per capita in Wattle City than in the major settlement locations
of Sydney, Brisbane and Melbourne.
Today, a major Australian charity is contracted as the primary HSP service provider for
refugee services in the city and surrounding regions. They deliver the ‘intensive’ services
available to refugee arrivals in the first 6-18 months after arrival. These services aim to
provide the initial settlement needs of arrivals—orientation, short-term housing, employment
services, 510 hours of English classes—and ‘remove barriers’ to accessing mainstream
services. Once exiting the HSP, refugees in the region can access several further services
funded through the Australian government’s Settlement Services Program (SSP) and
Specialised and Intensive Services (SIS). In Wattle City, the contract for these services is
currently tendered out to one of the largest locally-based charities, which offers settlement
support to refugees for up to five years after arrival. Again, there is a focus on building ‘selfsufficiency’ and reducing the need for refugee-specific services by addressing ‘barriers’ to
accessing mainstream services.

4.0

The case study: LocalHouse

LocalHouse constitutes the largest settlement support organisation outside these
government-funded programs in Wattle City—and certainly the largest in terms of volunteer
engagement. LocalHouse was founded in 2005 by Carol and Alan Turner, who had moved
to the city a few years earlier as they prepared for retirement. A couple of years earlier, in
2002, they had met a Sudanese family, through their church, who had recently arrived
through the Humanitarian Settlement Scheme. Carol and Alan said they recognised a gap in
service provision for humanitarian arrivals. The existing government services were valuable,
but these families ‘needed settlement support of a more personal nature than could be offered
by the funded service providers,’ Carol explained to a local reporter in 2013.
Almost fifteen years later, LocalHouse now describes itself as an ‘independent
community organisation that supports people from refugee backgrounds to navigate the
personal and practical challenges of building a new life in Australia.’ At the broadest level,
LocalHouse’s aim is to provide support for refugees and their families to settle into their new
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homes in the area. ‘Through assisted community connections and practical, targeted
activities,’ LocalHouse’s website reads, ‘we empower refugees to make their own way
successfully, as our newest Australians’—mirroring Arthur Calwell’s celebration of the ‘New
Australians’ arriving from post-war Europe. ‘By creating connections and generating
opportunities,’ a recent annual review report states, ‘we help individuals and families to
establish a sense of belonging, experience social and economic inclusion and access the tools
for self-empowerment and independence.’
LocalHouse explicitly emphasises its difference from government-funded settlement
services in the region. As discussed above, government services are time-limited. These
services focus heavily on ‘practical’, ‘outcome-based’ settlement goals, such as providing
English lessons, employment opportunities, housing, and cultural and community
orientation. But LocalHouse differs in two main respects. First, there is no necessary time
limit on how long refugee arrivals can access LocalHouse’s services. The organisation
recognises explicitly that ‘settlement’ can often be a lifelong process for some arrivals.
Second, although many of LocalHouse’s programs aim to supplement existing government
services and provide other practical support, the organisation emphasises the importance of
what it often describes as ‘meaningful’ connection between refugees and other community
members in the settlement process. ‘We believe that by welcoming refugees settling into the
[…] region, and by assisting them to build community relationships and networks,’ their
website states, ‘we can provide the foundations on which a new life of hope and dignity can
be built.’
Relying almost exclusively on public donations, small grants and the energy of its
volunteers, LocalHouse now offers a wide range of services—both ongoing programs and
one-off events. These centre around several themes, including befriending, education,
employment, community, and advocacy. Since 2005, more than 1700 people from refugee
backgrounds have accessed these programs, services and events, delivered by over 300
volunteers.
LocalHouse is multiply positioned within Wattle City more broadly. On the one hand,
it enjoys enthusiastic support from local politicians, particularly the Members of Parliament
at both State and Federal levels, who attend, promote and sometimes contribute materially to
its events. Local Government, too, has offered consistent support to LocalHouse and its
activities since it was founded, most concretely through providing a free space within the
local library in which school tutoring can occur twice weekly. The local newspaper covers
almost all LocalHouse’s public events; it often favourably profiles volunteers and refugees,
and tends to publish stories highlighting the contributions refugee community members make
to the city. LocalHouse’s endurance over ten years, without consistent or ongoing funding, is
testament to its sustained popularity among the community. Since its founding, hundreds of
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people have materially sustained the organisation, donating time and effort and passion to
keep it working well for the community.
But much like those playing out at the national level, the racial politics in Wattle City
are highly complex and contested. While constituting one of Australia’s most ethnically and
linguistically diverse cities, it is far from being unequivocally settled, cohesive, or harmonious.
There have been several high-profile cases of violent assault against Middle Eastern and subSaharan African refugee migrants in the city. Despite being an officially registered ‘Refugee
Welcome Zone’, the local council voted down a motion to recognise it as such on city
signage, from fear that it would be ‘divisive’ and ‘could lead to racism’. And, more
anecdotally, volunteers I spoke to described often bearing witness to everyday forms of racist
discrimination against the people they were working with. LocalHouse emerged from and
remains situated within a community that is ambivalent about the place of refugees. Indeed,
if this were not the case, it’s likely an organisation such as LocalHouse would not be
necessary in the first place.27

5.0

Finding the machine

This thesis focuses on the arrangements of care within which these LocalHouse volunteers
are entangled. To approach the core questions that guide this thesis—what makes care
possible, and what does care make possible—I have followed Deleuze and Guattari’s
empirical method: ‘finding the machine’ (Deleuze, 1995, p. 22). As Buchanan (2015) argues,
the key question in assemblage analysis is always: For any given thing or situation, what kind
of assemblage would be required to produce it? To this end, Deleuze and Guattari explain
that we must pay attention to what is said (forms of expression) and what is done (forms of
content).
Over the last twenty years, theoretical developments in geography—towards the
relational, material, more-than-human, affective, and so on—have presented myriad
methodological challenges (Davies & Dwyer, 2007; Latham, 2003). There has been a radical
rethinking of the epistemological limits of conventional ‘core tools’ of geographical research
(Crang, 2003, 2005; Thrift & Dewsbury, 2000). Over a decade ago, Law and Urry (2004, p.
403) urged social science to ‘review much of its methodological inheritance’—especially that
preoccupied ‘with fixing, with demarcating, with separating.’ They argued that many
27

I have offered only a broad overview of LocalHouse in this section. The history, ideology,
and structure of LocalHouse will be explored in more detail in Chapters 4 and 6.
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conventional instruments in the discipline’s toolkit dealt poorly with the fleeting, distributed,
multiple, chaotic, sensory, emotional and kinaesthetic. The central question was, and
remains: if we are to take seriously these aspects of everyday reality, then what constitutes a
proper and rigorous set of empirical instruments?
Assemblage thinking—with its commitment to notions of relationality, affect,
multiplicity and emergence—faces these kinds of methodological challenges. To map what
makes care possible and what care makes possible, this thesis required a methodology that
could take account of worlds that are always becoming, imminent, contingent, never static or
whole or coherent—a methodology that can attune to what Stewart (2007, p. 4) calls the ‘live
surface’ of life.
Below, I outline the core set of methodological tools I employed in this thesis and the
practical steps I took in ‘creating’ data. While drawing on what might seem to be largely
‘conventional’ geographical tools—semi-structured interviews, participant diaries, and
researcher participation—following Latham (2003), I have aimed to make these tools ‘dance
a little’ and, in so doing, produce a rich and rigorous portfolio of volunteering ethnographies.
More specifically, each stage of the research process was understood as thoroughly embodied:
interviews are about more than just discourse and the researcher’s body is a primary
instrument of research. Ultimately, this set of research methods allowed me access to the
assemblages of care in which volunteers were entangled—even if this ‘access’ was always
partial, situated, and mediated by broader social, political and embodied forces.

5.1 Creation, not collection
Before moving on to the methods, I want to provide a short note on positionality in
geographical research. In this thesis, I have understood fieldwork as a matter of data creation,
rather than ‘collection’ (Cronin, 2014; McCormack, 2013). Fieldwork is not a matter of
simply finding then interpreting external, objective data in some distanced, rational process—
but one of producing data. Accordingly, I follow the likes of McCormack (2013, p. 11) in
understanding the ‘field’ ‘as a distributed and differentiated space composed of practiced
relations between bodies, texts, technologies, and materials.’ I have, at each and every stage,
inevitably shaped the project and its findings. I arrived at precisely this project because of a
complex confluence of factors both intentional and happenstance, forces both large and
small, including corporeal and expressive processes which lay far beyond the narrow realm of
my own awareness.
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At one level, my whiteness, maleness, heterosexuality, relatively comfortable socioeconomic position, educational background, and so on, cannot be meaningfully separated
from the research process. I have arrived at this project already situated within these broader
relations of power, and my body has been affectively primed to be sensitive to some things,
while being remaining totally insensible to others. At another level, I chose this topic because
I have a political investment in the rights, welfare and happiness of forced migrants—and,
much more specifically, I believe that LocalHouse does valuable work in this space. Before
starting this project, I had been peripherally involved with LocalHouse in 2008-9,
volunteering as a music tutor to school children, and have developed a deeply-held
investment in seeing the organisation flourish. I do not know all the ways in which this
particular investment might have influenced the shape this thesis has ultimately taken. But I
am aware that I have likely shaped the findings to illuminate more brightly the good work of
the organisation, while likely downplaying its more problematic aspects.
These tensions are not to be in some sense ‘resolved’—nor can they be—but they must
be acknowledged and productively worked within. With this in mind, I will now move onto
the ‘nuts and bolts’ of researching the assemblages of LocalHouse.

6.0

Data creation in practice

I first approached LocalHouse management as a ‘researcher’ in November 2015 to discuss
with them the proposed research project, which was then titled ‘Cultures of Volunteering.’ I
explained I was interested in the thoughts, practices and experiences of their volunteers, and
wanted to both interview some of them and become one myself. The proposal first went to
their board before being approved in January 2016, and LocalHouse management
subsequently provided me with an official invitation to participate.28 The fieldwork that
followed was comprised of two main components.

28

In keeping with ethical, mutually beneficial research practices, in return for my
‘accessing’ their volunteers, I conducted some in-house research for LocalHouse. This included a
youth coordination and feedback project, and an online ‘volunteer survey,’ completed at the start
of 2016, which sought to capture some of the experiences and ideas of volunteers, to see what
improvements LocalHouse could be making to its volunteer program as it was undergoing a
‘transition’ towards a more ‘professionalised’ organisation (which will form the major discussion
of Chapter 6). The results of this latter survey were also made available to me to use in this thesis.
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Stage 1: Interviews and diaries in geography
There has been warranted scepticism about the capacity of interviews to match the
methodological challenges presented by recent conceptual developments in geography.
‘Human geographers researching everyday life seem increasingly hesitant about interviews,’
writes Hitchings (2012, p. 61). Interview-based methods appear to offer only dully static,
inadequately partial accounts of the rich ‘live surfaces’ of our everyday realities.
However post-structuralist geographers have recently restored some epistemological
gravity to the ‘enduring method’ of interviews (DeLyser & Sui, 2014). Feminist geographers
in particular have explored possibilities afforded by interviews understood as fundamentally
relational and embodied (Bondi, 2014; Johnston, 2012; Longhurst, Ho, & Johnston, 2008).
The interview is not considered merely a cognitive or discursive exchange of ideas, but rather
a deeply relational encounter imbued with affective, emotional and performative registers.
For instance, Waitt and Stanes’s (2015, p. 30) analysis takes the interview transcript as a
‘cultural artefact with affective and emotional properties.’ Likewise, Bondi (2014, p. 44),
developing a feminist-inflected psychoanalytic account of the interview, writes that ‘feelings
are communicated non-verbally and non-cognitively through interview encounters.’ These
geographers have shown the interview is far from affectively ‘dead.’ Rather, their work has
demonstrated interviews ‘can reveal far more than words alone’ (DeLyser & Sui, 2014, p.
295), including the affective, emotional and performative lives of participants (Hitchings,
2012).
I conducted a series of interviews with LocalHouse volunteers to access the ideas,
experiences, and affective intensities of volunteering. Following the university ethics board’s
approval for this project in March 2016,29 LocalHouse included a call-out for participants in
several monthly email newsletters that it sent to volunteers. Seventeen volunteers responded
to this invitation, and between April and November 2016, I conducted a first round of
participant interviews.30 These initial interviews (45-70 minutes in length) aimed to generate
a ‘life narrative,’ exploring the participant’s lifecourse, their motivations for volunteering with
LocalHouse, and both their understandings of the organisation and the broader political
context of refugee migration. Following the above work on researcher embodiment, during
and after each interview, detailed notes were kept on the relational intensities of affects,
emotions and bodily sensations of the interview encounter—communicated through speech,
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University of Wollongong Human Research Ethics Committee reference number
2016/055.
30
See Appendix 1 for a table that displays some participant attributes. It is noteworthy that
15 of the 17 participants are female—and this closely reflects the gender balance of LocalHouse
volunteers.
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faces, postures, gestures and so forth. These interviews were, invariably, highly animated—
evidently, the participants were emotionally and intellectually invested in their volunteering
experiences.
At the completion of this initial interview, all participants were invited to take part in a
second stage of research and, if willing, they were provided with a ‘volunteering diary.’ Due
to their flexibility, mobility and capacity to capture ‘thick data,’ diaries are increasingly being
used in geographical research across a variety of mediums: including written (Coghlan &
Gooch, 2011), photographic (Waitt & Clement, 2015), aural (Waitt & Duffy, 2010), and
video (Holliday, 2004). Following Latham (2003, p. 2004), willing participants were
provided with a general diary structure, but were actively ‘encouraged to improvise around
and extend the basic diary format’ (see Appendix 2). They were asked to record their stories,
encounters, feelings, and reflections over a three-month period of volunteering in
LocalHouse. Eight participants agreed to keep a volunteering diary.
Following the work of Zimmerman and Wielder (1977), the diaries were then collected,
and selected written ‘fragments’ of interest were explored in a series of follow-up interviews
(45-75 minutes in length) I organised with the eight participants. This ‘diary-interview’
method allows ‘researchers and participants to discuss the content of solicited diaries,’
Harvey writes, ‘enabling researchers to ask questions and explore the events recorded in
greater depth’ (2011, p. 666). While the diaries did not necessarily ‘capture’ lived
experiences, by bringing them to subsequent interviews, ‘they allow participants to include in
their narratives verbal descriptions and embodied representations (for example, facial
expressions and gestures)’ (Waitt & Clement, 2015, p. 6)—of, in this case, volunteering.
These follow-up interviews focused on unpacking in more detail the performances, practices,
materialities, and felt intensities of volunteering.
It is noteworthy that a clear majority of participants in my thesis are female, and this
reflects the broader gender dynamics of the organisation. A survey I ran for LocalHouse in
2015 revealed that just shy of three quarters of volunteers were women. Care literatures often
highlight the highly gendered nature of care work—that, by and large, men are responsible
for ‘productive’ labour while women are responsible for ‘reproductive’ labour. These gender
dynamics contribute significantly to the forms of care that tend to emerge through
LocalHouse. Unsurprisingly, then, they also manifest at different times throughout the thesis,
such as when female participants describe negotiating their often-awkward position as
becoming ‘mother’ or ‘grandmother’ to the person they’re working with (Chapter 5), while
the main male protagonist in the thesis, David, is mainly concerned with organisational
management, strategy and decision-making (Chapter 6). While gender is not a central
concern of this thesis, it is important to recognise that the assemblages that arise through
LocalHouse are always mediated through these broader gendered relations of power.
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Stage 2: Researcher participation
The second component of the fieldwork involved me becoming a volunteer within one
of the organisation’s new ‘social inclusion’ programs.31 Ethnographic methods, such as
researcher participation and observation, have become the ‘tools of choice’ for geographers
interested in embodiment, affect and emotion (Briggs, 2013; Pile, 2010). As Emmerson
writes, ‘[r]esearching through the body is […] a key mechanism for “witnessing” emotional
and affectual rhythms, fluxes, and atmospheres’ (2017, p. 2088). Geographers, employing
rigorously these ‘fleshy, recording machines’ (Simpson, 2011, p. 350), have demonstrated the
utility of researching through the body in being alive to the material, visceral, emotional,
affective and performative elements of everyday experience (Longhurst et al., 2008; Waitt,
Ryan, & Farbotko, 2014). Importantly for this project, social scientists have shown that these
kinds of ethnographic techniques are well suited to research drawing on Deleuzo-Guattarian
ideas (Coleman & Ringrose, 2013). Renold and Mellor (2013, p. 23), for instance, starting
with notions of becoming, materiality and multiplicity, developed ‘a multi-sensory microethnography’ of how children ‘do gender’ in a nursery school. By mapping
‘body/object/sound assemblages,’ they explored how bodies ‘flowed through, and bonded
with others’ (Renold & Mellor, 2013, p. 24). Ethnographic techniques provided empirical
access to the diverse forms of content and expression of these nursery school assemblages.
Over a period of 18 months from mid-2016, I formally became a LocalHouse
volunteer. I was responsible for co-coordinating and co-organising a series of new ‘Social
Hangout’ events for LocalHouse. These events were intended to provide informal, relaxed
social opportunities for people of all ages, but particularly youth, from refugee and nonrefugee backgrounds to meet and enjoy music, food and other activities together.32 A
detailed, critically self-reflexive researcher-volunteer diary was kept for this period of
fieldwork, in which I aimed to record my embodied volunteering experiences, encounters,
reflections and feelings, including what Punch describes as ‘some of the immediacy’ and
‘emotionally charged nature of fieldwork’ (2012, p. 92).
Researcher participation enhanced the project in three primary ways. First, by
becoming a volunteer in LocalHouse’s social inclusion program, I gained first-hand
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I was originally hoping to volunteer within what was then called the ‘Family Mentoring
Program’—as it was considered the most ‘unique’ and ‘central’ program offered by the
organisation. But LocalHouse management expressed legitimate concerns about the privacy of the
person and/or family I would be ‘mentoring,’ and the potential for them to become unwitting
subjects in my research project.
32
These events will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 4.
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experiential insight into the corporeal politics of care within the context of a communitybased refugee resettlement organisation: the day-to-day process of negotiating care. This
method afforded access into some of the relational and embodied facets of volunteering.
Second, through engaging in an array of LocalHouse’s everyday operations, programs and
events, I was able to build a rich experiential knowledge of the broader ‘mechanics’ of the
social program and organisation more broadly. And last, researcher participation enhanced
research rigour through methodological triangulation—providing a third source of ‘thick’
data (in addition to the interviews and diaries). My own observations, experiences and
understandings of volunteering could be shared, contrasted or corroborated with other
participants.
In addition to these qualitative field methods, I also kept track of all publically
accessible information relating to the organisation between March 2016 and March 2019,
including website and social media posts, press releases, local news articles, newsletters and
its ‘end of year review’ reports.

7.0

Doing assemblage analysis

These methods in data creation allowed me to develop a rich portfolio of volunteer
ethnographies—including my own—that captured many of the discursive, affective,
emotional and material registers of care at LocalHouse.
While questions of how to proceed with ‘assemblage analysis’ in geographical research
are far from settled (Buchanan, 2015, 2017), in analysing these volunteer ethnographies I
followed Deleuze and Guattari’s maxim: find the machine. This analysis demanded an
alertness to both what is said and what is done: both the corporeal ‘forms of content,’ such as
the material objects, bodies and performances of volunteering; and incorporeal ‘forms of
expression,’ including discourses, emotions, signs and symbols.
In the process of analysis, I was specifically interested in the various ways in which
volunteers articulated the ‘limits’ to their various arrangements of care—that is, what was
‘included’ and what was ‘excluded’ from these arrangements. Drawing on the diagrammatic
schema outlined in the conceptual framework (Chapter 2), ‘thinking care through
assemblage’ required following the lines of articulation and flight of the heterogeneous
elements that provisionally coalesce to produce an arrangement of care. In practice, this
involved a long, iterative process of data immersion (using coding software NVIVO), in
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which I sought to remain attuned to the material, discursive, and emotional aspects to care in
volunteer accounts. Through this process, several themes emerged.
To make sense of these themes, in the following four analytical chapters, I draw on a
range of Deleuze and Guattari’s ideas, primarily from A Thousand Plateaus (1987), but also
from Deleuze’s (1988) and Guattari’s (1995, 2000) solo works. While I have already spent a
good deal of space elaborating the concept of ‘assemblages of care,’ each chapter has its own
‘guiding concept,’ too: refrains, lines, axiomatisation, and singularisation, respectively. It
might, at first blush, appear immoderate to add to the already extensive theoretical discussion
of the previous chapter. However, Deleuze and Guattari are conceptual profligates. They
believe a concept should be used and misused, rather than settled on once and for all.
Indeed, A Thousand Plateaus is filled with a rich and unusual vocabulary. It can often seem
like there is little holding the work together except its relentless novelty.
But as Deleuze explains (1995), the assemblage constitutes the conceptual unity of the
work. Plateaus, rhizomes, becomings, strata, war machines, striation, and so on: these are all
ways in which to talk about assemblages—to draw out their different intensities, movements,
tendencies, and so forth. They want to show us that there is not only one ‘right’ way to talk
about assemblages. We should avoid the idea that concepts have explanatory power by
themselves. Rather, as Deleuze and Parnet write:
There is no general prescription. We have done with all globalizing concepts. Even
concepts are hecceities, events. What is interesting about concepts like desire, or
machine, or assemblage is that they only have value in their variables, and in the maximum
of variables which they allow. (2002, p. 108, emphasis added)

In geography, we focus heavily on the assemblage alone, which has provided
geographers a provocative way to think through socio-spatial forms: how spatial arrangements
come together and come undone. But Deleuze and Guattari’s broader conceptual arsenal can
help us look at assemblages differently. It is my contention that paying attention to these
other concepts can help prevent us from either deifying or stultifying an idea for which the
only purpose is to help us see the world anew.
In the same way, the idea of ‘assemblages of care’ constitutes the unity of this thesis,
and each analytical chapter finds its feet on this ground. However, the more ‘peripheral’ ideas
of Deleuze and Guattari that guide each chapter allow me to explore various intensities,
movements and parameters of care across contexts. These other ideas allow me to see how
the limits of care are provisionally drawn around refugees arriving in Wattle City.
Finally, while I conducted interviews and, in most cases, follow-up interviews with 17
volunteers, I ultimately develop detailed accounts of only a select few of these. There are two
reasons for this. On the one hand, the approaches to and analyses of care I develop across the
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following four chapters—particularly Chapter 5—require engaging deeply with the bodies,
expressions and encounters of individual participants. In order to rigorously follow the lines
of desire that result in specific assemblages of care, I have decided to aim for ‘depth’ rather
than ‘breadth’ in analysis. On the other hand, the participants that feature most prominently
throughout the thesis tended to provide the richest and most well-articulated accounts of
their volunteering experiences. They are, almost uniformly, both retired professionals and
veteran LocalHouse volunteers, having volunteered continuously for between five and ten
years. While this approach allows me to develop vivid analyses of the material, expressive and
affective arrangements in which these volunteers are entangled, it also means the voices of
other kinds of volunteers—in particular, those who are younger and less experienced—are
largely passed over. The following chapters do not attempt to offer representative accounts of
volunteering at LocalHouse, however, but instead seek to engage with the kinds of material
and affective forces from which arrangements of care emerge.
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Chapter 4: makinghome through the
refrain
Our vision is to see refugee entrants happily settled
and participating fully in the life of the wider community.
—LocalHouse vision statement, 2019.
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1.0

The geographies of
belonging

Through which arrangements might recent refugee arrivals ‘make home’ in a new city? This
first analytical chapter draws on Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of the ‘refrain’—a territorial
assemblage that effects movement across difference—to offer an institutional analysis (Billo &
Mountz, 2016) of how LocalHouse is implicated in the achievement of a city to which
newcomers might belong.
Geographers have suggested we live in times of both hyper-mobility and superdiversity; times ‘distinguished by a dynamic interplay of variables among an increased
number of new, small and scattered, multiple-origin, transnationally connected, socioeconomically differentiated and legally stratified immigrants’ (Vertovec, 2007, p. 1024).
More people are moving more often, for increasingly diverse reasons, and to increasingly
concentrated, mostly urban areas. These dual processes of migration and urbanisation have
led to an increase in and intensifications of encounters across ‘difference’ in the city (Askins,
2016; Matejskova & Leitner, 2011). This has thrown up all matter of social, political,
economic and environmental questions, but at the broadest level of scale one of the most
pressing has been: How can we live well together?
Processes of ‘belonging’ have been key concerns for geographers in understanding these
urban processes (Kathiravelu & Bunnell, 2017; Mee & Wright, 2009; Tomaney, 2015).
Described influentially by Probyn (1996) as ‘longing to be,’ geographers have argued there is
nothing ‘given’ about belonging (Massey, 2004). ‘[Belonging] is not a natural occurrence,’
Wood and Waite (2011, p. 202) explain, ‘people do not simply or ontologically “belong” to
particular places or social groups.’ Rather, it is always a provisional achievement involving the
convergence of material, performative, discursive, emotional and affective elements (Aiken,
2017). Belonging is a semi-stable arrangement of subjectivities and territories and,
consequently, ‘who belongs and who does not is written in the landscape,’ as Antonsich
explains (2010, p. 644).
Belonging, therefore, is always distributed differentially, and its distribution is under
continuous contestation (Aiken, 2017; Staeheli, 2003, 2008). There may be more or less
inclusive territorial arrangements, but if some people belong to a territory, others must not.
While there has been some optimism that the intensification of urban encounters across
difference might lead to more inclusive urban arrangements (Valentine, 2008), including
work informed by the ‘contact hypothesis,’ powerful forces continue to work to maintain
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machines of highly selective territorial inclusion and exclusion (Amin, 2006, 2013;
Matejskova & Leitner, 2011).
As I discussed in Chapter 1, the politics of belonging is particularly vexed for migrants.
Popular discourses often work to position migrants as people ‘out of place.’ In Australia
(Every & Augoustinos, 2008; Fiske, 2006), as elsewhere (Amin, 2013; Ehrkamp, 2016),
migrants are often positioned as a great ‘threat’ to national security, sovereignty and
community cohesion (Daley, 2009). States globally have mobilised ideas of imminent ‘chaos’
and ‘crisis’ to fuel anti-migrant sentiment and close territorial borders through often violent
technologies of exclusion and containment (Every & Augoustinos, 2008; Sampson & Gifford,
2010).
Recently, the greatest degree of hostility has perhaps been reserved for forced migrants
(Ghorashi, 2017). Asylum seekers, refugees and other humanitarian migrants have tended to
receive the least hospitable receptions in their new countries of settlement, with punitive
containment, exclusion and detention practices adopted by nation-states in the Global North,
and highly negative discourses circulating widely in news media and government rhetoric
(Klocker & Dunn, 2003; Nolan et al., 2011; Sulaiman-Hill et al., 2011). There has been a
well-documented increase in the politicisation of refugee migration to Australia, particularly
from 1999 onwards (Fiske, 2006; Gosden, 2006), with their arrival being commonly linked
to of criminality, terrorism and disease in both government and media discourse.
Settlement is often marked by great confusion and stress for new arrivals (Correa-Velez,
Gifford, & Barnett, 2010). But the often-traumatic conditions under which refugees arrive in
Australia, coupled with these social machines of exclusion that often meet them, mean that
refugees generally have more trouble ‘making home’ in Australia than other migrant groups
(Abdelkerim & Grace, 2012; Ager & Strang, 2008). Literature across many disciplines,
particularly health and migration studies, documents the manifold ‘barriers’ that work against
refugees feeling at home in Australian cities (Correa-Velez, Barnett, Gifford, & Sackey, 2011;
Correa-Velez et al., 2010; Correa-Velez, Spaaij, & Upham, 2013). ‘In moving to new
environments,’ Fozdar and Hartley (2013, p. 27) explain, ‘humanitarian entrants experience
a range of issues related to language; education; differences of values; unemployment; family
issues including family violence, inter-generational conflict, changing gender roles, and childrearing practices; expectations; knowledge of and access to services; housing; and health and
mental health issues.’ Refugee resettlement presents a complex set of problems around how
new arrivals might make Australia home.
People from refugee backgrounds are singled out as migrants of particular concern by
governments at all levels, in recognition that they often require exceptional kinds of support
in adjusting to life in a new country. From a policy perspective, the discussion has tended to
revolve around their ‘integration’ and ‘participation’ in society, and the broader project of
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encouraging social ‘inclusion’ and ‘cohesion’ (Dandy & Pe-pua, 2015; Fozdar, 2012).
Through framing resettlement as a matter of socio-economic integration and participation,
the Federal Government tends to focus on the material aspects of making home, seeing the
solution laying in removing any ‘barriers’ to achieving integration (Fozdar & Hartley, 2013;
Hadgkiss & Renzaho, 2014). As discussed in some detail in Chapter 3, there is a dedicated
suite of government-run and/or -funded interventions (gathered under the Humanitarian
Settlement Program) to help ‘facilitate’ the ‘integration’ of migrants and achieve ‘cohesion,’
which includes a host of specialised settlement programs, focusing on what are considered
the ‘core domains’ of resettlement: housing, health, language, education and employment
(Fozdar & Hartley, 2013).
But scholars have raised important questions around what actually constitutes
‘successful settlement’ and through which processes it might be best achieved (Sampson,
2016). The Australian Government’s vision of refugee ‘integration’ is only one of many (Ager
& Strang, 2008).
First, as Daley (2009) asks: integration into what, exactly? It’s clear that host
communities themselves are not ‘integrated’ or ‘cohesive’ in the ways often articulated in
both government policy and academic literatures. They are not neatly unified entities.
Rather, as geographers have argued, existing communities are generally rife with tensions,
always precarious and contested, existing in a state of agonistic flux, rather than static and
peaceful cohesion (Aiken, 2017; Staeheli, 2003, 2008). In a sense, there is no already
‘settled’ community into which new arrivals might themselves settle.
Second, and following this, scholars have raised concerns that government policy often
reproduces an assimilationist model of resettlement; one in which new arrivals are expected
to shed themselves of difference in order to ‘integrate’ into the host community (Ager &
Strang, 2008; Westoby, 2008). ‘Integration’ risks becoming a process Ager and Strang
(2008) describe as insertion of one group amid another. This model also aligns closely with
neoliberal notions of responsibility, where blame for social exclusion is placed on refugees
themselves, rather than the broader structural inequalities—racism, inequality, disadvantage,
and so on—which lay far beyond their control (McGrath & Reavey, 2013; Spandler, 2007).
Building on this concern, scholars have argued for more heterogeneous, dynamic and
mutually-negotiated models of resettlement, in which both new arrivals and more settled
community members ‘negotiate’ across difference (Ager & Strang, 2008; Sampson, 2016;
Snyder, 2011; Westoby, 2008). Along this line, Fozdar and Hartley (2013, p. 25) explain
that this more processual kind of model ‘implies mutual adaptation, an openness to change to
improve the host society’—what Ager and Strang (2008) instead describe as two-way
resettlement. Likewise, Snyder (2011) argues that there is ‘settling’ and ‘unsettling’ work to
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be done: settling newcomers and unsettling more established residents, particularly the
widespread exclusionary attitudes and practices.
Third, and relatedly, scholars have pointed out the limited scope of government
services for humanitarian entrants, such as those offered through the Humanitarian
Settlement Program. Humpage and Marston (2005) suggest that, largely concerned with
labour market participation, government models of resettlement have ignored other aspects
of making home, including recognition, respect and dignity. Westoby and Ingamells (2010,
p. 1772, emphasis added) note that ‘[e]arly settlement learning is largely learning to be a
client of a service,’ which ‘hardly produces the social skills and sense of social agency that
facilitate social healing.’ The government model of resettlement as integration tends to treat
refugees as ‘service users’ that must be processed until they are capable of engaging with the
labour market, rather than people (re)building entire social worlds within a new city. While
this focus on material needs is commendable, Curtis (2016) asks, what about the emotional,
social and cultural elements of making home? What about a sense of being home?
There are myriad processes beyond the materialities of the city that work to keep
refugees either in or out of place (Balaam, 2014; Behnia, 2007, 2012). In developing
understandings of these processes, the notion of ‘social inclusion’ has been an ongoing
concern within certain academic and government circles (Correa-Velez et al., 2011; CorreaVelez et al., 2013); however it, too, tends to reproduce the narrow idea that it is the
individual refugee who must change in order to be included (McGrath & Reavey, 2013;
Spandler, 2007). In contrast, geographers have argued we must look beyond both the
material and the individual to see how belonging, citizenship and ‘home’—a particularly
potent articulation of territorial belonging—are provisional achievements emerging at the
juncture of many more-than-material registers (Blunt, 2005; Easthope, 2004; Tomaney,
2015).

2.0

Spaces of care in the third
sector

Taking up this line of thought, geographical research has sought to look outside government
responses to resettlement (Gill, 2010). As Coddington (2018, p. 5) argues, there are diverse,
differentiating ‘landscapes of refugee protection,’ which encompass geographies above, below
and beyond the state, including the myriad ‘formal policies, everyday practices and the
affective climates’ that comprise life as a refugee. Attention has been paid to the role of
85

voluntary and otherwise third-sector organisations in settlement. While public hostility
towards refugees and other migrants may have intensified over the last two decades, and
while cities can certainly become spaces of ‘exception’ for refugees and asylum seekers
(Agamben, 1998; Ehrkamp, 2016; J. Evans, 2011), there has also been what Johnsen, Cloke
and May (2005a) describe as a ‘second side’ to the revanchist city: the proliferation of ‘spaces
of care’ (DeVerteuil, 2015; A. Power & Hall, 2017). Particularly since the controversial 2001
Australian government election campaign, won at least in part on the explicit vilification of
refugees, there has been a spontaneous proliferation of voluntary, community-based, nongovernment organisations and associations (Gosden, 2005, 2006; Pupavac 2008), attempting
to produce alternative, heterogeneous arrangements of belonging and resettlement.
Faith-based (Cloke et al., 2005; Lancione, 2014b; Snyder, 2011; Wilson, 2011) and
secular third-sector organisations play vital, yet often politically problematic, roles in
facilitating a sense of safety, care and belonging for a whole range of marginalised populations
in the city: people experiencing homelessness (Cloke, Johnsen, & May, 2007; Cloke et al.,
2010; J. Evans, 2011; Johnsen et al., 2005a, 2005b), people recovering from addiction (J.
Evans et al., 2015), people managing mental illness (McGrath & Reavey, 2013), and asylum
seekers, refugees and other migrants (Curtis & Mee, 2012; Daley, 2009; Darling, 2010,
2011; Peterie, 2018). Often less constrained by strict budgetary requirements, statutory
obligations, ideological expectations, quotas or otherwise measurable ‘outcomes,’ these
voluntary spaces can instead work towards producing the social, emotional and affective
connections that enable a sense of security and belonging (Fozdar, 2009; Fozdar & Hartley,
2013). ‘New spaces, relations, networks and practices of care and caring are emerging in
difficult times, in unexpected and unconventional places,’ Power and Hall write (2017, p. 9).
Research specifically on refugee populations in Australia has found volunteer and
community-based initiatives are linked with achieving ‘better’ settlement outcomes, in terms
of health and wellbeing (Correa-Velez et al., 2011), increased social capital (Fozdar, 2012;
Humpage & Marston, 2005), a reduction in reliance on formal services (Fozdar & Hartley,
2013) and—most relevant for this chapter—a sense of home in a new city (Curtis, 2016;
Fozdar & Hartley, 2014; Haggis & Schech, 2010).
In contrast to government services, which tend to treat settlement as a predetermined
outcome achieved through a series of discrete programs delivered within strict bureaucratic
climates (Westoby, 2008; Westoby & Ingamells, 2010), these third-sector spaces of care often
emphasise the more processual, relational and spontaneous elements of belonging and
making-home (Balaam, 2014; Curtis, 2016). As Darling’s (2010) work shows, these
volunteer spaces are often loosely structured, with little in the way of formal rules, guidance,
or supervision. Instead, they often employ what Darling (2010, p. 252), following Anderson
(2005), calls an ‘ethics of the impromptu’: an ethos of embodied improvisational practice,
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rather than a predetermined performance. Sawtell, Dickson-Swift and Verrinder (2010, p.
549) describe these ‘loose’ arrangements as ‘non-organisations,’ where participant autonomy
is placed over any kind of bureaucratic rule.
Many difficulties have been associated with these less-structured arrangements for
refugees, including the reproduction of power hierarchies (Darling, 2011), the infantilisation
of refugees (Lange et al., 2007; Tilbury, 2007), and volunteer drop-out (Barrington &
Shakespeare-Finch, 2012; Puvimanasinghe, Denson, Augoustinos, & Somasundaram, 2015;
K. Robinson, 2013b). Yet, this work has also shown volunteer spaces of care to be productive
of diverse engagements with settlement and often of mutually joyful ends (Sampson, 2016).
Geographers have identified these spaces of care as important in imagining and practicing
different ideas of belonging (Darling, 2010), often through adjacent ideas such as citizenship
(Askins, 2016), community (Cloke et al., 2010), friendship (Askins, 2015), and family
(Peterie, 2018; Tilbury, 2007). Rather than emphasising the ‘problems’ of and ‘barriers’ to
refugee resettlement, this work has looked instead towards the new relational possibilities
brought about through settlement, demonstrating how volunteer organisations for refugees
and asylum seekers might be productive of the ethical and transformative encounters across
difference that enable a sense of belonging. This literature has provided insights into how
entirely new territories of urban belonging can be and already are being achieved.

2.1 Ontologising spaces of care
But how to understand the ‘organisation’ of these often loosely- and haphazardlystructured volunteer spaces of care? How to understand the relationship between
organisational form and the achievement of care and a sense of belonging?
One strand of work has drawn on actor-network theories (ANT) to develop insights
into the inclusive social processes underpinning drop-in centres for marginalised urban
groups. ANT, Conradson suggests, ‘frames organisation as a relational achievement, rooted in
the successful translation of various actors, resources, and other material entities into a
network through which an agency is constituted over time’ (2003a, p. 1975, emphasis
added). Through facilitating new connections for people experiencing homelessness—
connections to other subjects, ideas and materialities—the drop-in centre in Conradson’s
study leads to what he calls ‘enhanced subjectivities’: ‘a way of being and relating to others
that extended beyond [their] previous domain of being and affect’ (2003c, p. 509). Evans et
al. (2015) likewise draw on ANT to argue that these provisional arrangements can act as
what they call ‘enabling spaces,’ for people recovering from alcohol addiction (see also Duff
(2011)). This work suggests spaces of care in the city are performed accomplishments that
allow for the productive conjunction of more ‘powerful’ or capable subjectivities. In thinking
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through the volunteer support provided to marginalised urban groups, this work understands
organisation not as stable or fixed, but moving, dynamic, performed provisional entities
comprised of actor-networks. Here, care and belonging, as Conradson suggests, are relational
achievements.
Alternatively, emotional and non-representational theories (NRT) have drawn attention
to the felt, intensive, and affective aspects of belonging. Darling (2010, p. 242) draws on
Popke’s (2009) account of non-representational ethics to consider ‘the responses, sensibilities
and negotiations present in a UK drop-in centre for asylum seekers.’ He shows an embodied
ethic of care works to produce the space as an emergent achievement that exceeds all preexisting forms of articulation. Likewise, Askins (2016) develops notions of ‘emotional
citizenry’ to unpack the felt, affective aspects of belonging facilitated through urban
befriending programs for refugees. Askins argues that encounters in these programs
recalibrate affective relations between people and place, such that alternative models of
belonging/citizenry become possible—what she describes elsewhere as a ‘quiet politics of
belonging’ (2015, p. 470).
Finally, a substantial body of work by Cloke and colleagues has focused more on the
normative, discursive and symbolic aspects of these spaces of care, developing a series of
‘ethical cartographies’ of the ideological underpinnings of organisations providing support for
people experiencing homelessness (see Cloke, May & Johnsen 2010; Johnsen et al., 2005a,
2005b). While often finding significant normative discrepancies between volunteers and the
organisations they worked for, they argue the discursive arrangement, ‘variously coded in
terms of welcome, friendship, companionship, community, supportiveness, stability, and
homeliness […] attempts to frame an environment in which homeless people can be made to
feel “at home”, befriended and supported’ (Cloke et al., 2005, p. 396). In doing so, many of
these spaces elide the norms outside their walls, making possible modes of heterogeneous
sociality within them, what they describe as ‘unusual norms’ (Cloke et al., 2010, p. 130), or
what Goffman (1961) calls a ‘geography of licence’, and Foucault a ‘heterotopia’ (McGrath
& Reavey, 2013).

3.0

Thinking care through the
refrain

During my fieldwork, I was often surprised at how ‘fuzzy’ and indeterminate the edges of
LocalHouse were. It seemed to ‘appear’ in unexpected places and ‘disappear’ in plain sight. I
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talked to people who considered themselves dedicated ‘volunteers,’ for instance, yet lived in
different cities and had not been in contact with LocalHouse for several years. I talked to
others volunteering within the organisation’s more ‘fixed’ material spaces, yet who drew on
ideas and practices seemingly antithetical to the organisation, such as helping refugee
students cheat on university assignments. How can we understand something that is so
sprawling, inconsistent and differentiating? What might an adequate mode of sociospatial
analysis look like?
In this chapter, I build on the above literature to offer an ‘institutional analysis’ (Billo &
Mountz, 2016) of LocalHouse and its geographies of care and belonging. In a context in
which refugees and asylum seekers are increasingly ‘othered’ in Australia, yet in which
refugee settlement also remains a significant feature of the city, I chart how LocalHouse is
implicated in the ‘carving-out’ of more caring and inclusive urban relations. Drawing on
Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of the refrain, I develop an analysis that allows me to see how
LocalHouse constitutes a semi-stable arrangement through which new arrivals might develop
a sense of being home.
Geography’s engagement with the refrain has been surprisingly scant. Considering its
prominence in Deleuze and Guattari’s work, both together (1983, 1987; 1994) and in
Guattari’s solo writing (1995, 2000, 2008), it has not received the attention one might
expect.33 This is particularly surprising as, first, Deleuze and Guattari explain that the refrain
directly concerns the achievement of ‘territory’ and, second, they offer a relatively clear
model for understanding the emergence of refrains.
They tell us that it is through the refrain that an assemblage gains ‘consistency’, which
they describe as ‘the holding-together of heterogeneous elements’ (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987,
pp. 376-377). They explain that refrains emerge at the intersection of three kinds of forces.
‘Forces of chaos, territorial forces, cosmic forces: all of these confront each other and
converge in the territorial refrain’ (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 364). The three forces
prompt us to ask three corresponding questions, which will guide the following three major
sections of this chapter, and through which I develop a ‘cartography’ of LocalHouse. First,
what kinds of ‘movements’ does LocalHouse effect? Second, how does it express a territory?
And, finally, how does it connect to its ‘outside’?
In what follows, I argue that LocalHouse as refrain produces a ground of thought and
action, centred around their notion of ‘friendship-based support.’ It constitutes what
McCormack (2013) calls an ‘affective spacetime,’ in which particular ways of sensing (care)
and moving (care) are made more or less possible. In short, LocalHouse seeks to effect a
movement from ‘other’ to ‘friend’ in order to achieve a sense of belonging to the city. I draw
33

Although see Emmerson, 2017; Instone, 2010; McCormack, 2013; McGrath & Reavey, 2016.
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on a range of empirical materials to ‘access’ the ways in which LocalHouse operates as a
territorial assemblage: volunteer interviews, researcher observation, local newspaper articles,
and various organisational materials, including website content, social media posts, annual
reports and newsletters.
As the geographical research mentioned above shows, understanding the ‘organisation’
of care involves attending to both how these spaces of care emerge, and what their broader
social, political and ethical implications might be. These concerns align closely with the
broader questions of this thesis, around what makes care possible, and what care makes
possible. Thinking through the refrain, I suggest, offers a lens through which to unpack both
these ontological and political aspects of spaces of care in the city. It allows me to think
through belonging as emerging through the provisional formation of territorial assemblages—
in this case, the refrain works to produce a ‘ground’ upon which new arrivals might develop a
sense they are home.

4.0

Forces as chaos: care as
direction

Deleuze and Guattari tell us that we know when we have exceeded the ‘limits’ of our
assemblage: we can feel when we’re outside the territory we know and to which we belong.
They tell a story about a boy who is lost and scared, he is outside the order he knows, in what
they describe as ‘the immense black hole’ of chaos (1987, p. 362). To orientate himself—to
‘centre’ himself—he sings a little song. ‘The song,’ they write, ‘is like a rough sketch of a
calming and stabilizing, calm and stable, center in the heart of chaos’ (1987, p. 362). He is
comforted by the song. It is a fragile centre in which he finds himself feeling relatively safe
once again. Through the song, the boy passes from chaos to the beginnings of order. He
makes it home again, a place to which he belongs.
Deleuze and Guattari explain that ‘[r]hythm is the milieus’ answer to chaos’ (1987, p.
364). The rhythm of the little song is not its metre, which is more or less uniform, more or
less invariable and standardised. Rather, rhythm ‘ties together critical moments or ties itself
together in passing from one milieu to another’ (1987, p. 365). A movement from chaos to
order always requires developing a rhythm, they explain, by which people and things travel
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from one milieu (middle) to another; from one social setting to another.34 The rhythm is not
the repetition, then, but the movement itself: in singing the song, the boy passes from chaos to
a sense that he is now home. Order, here, is directional, it is a movement from one milieu to
another and the rhythm works through ‘tying together’ these milieus.
So, at this level, the question is: What movements does LocalHouse seek to effect?

4.1 The rhythm of LocalHouse
When I asked the co-founder, Carol, about how the ‘idea’ of LocalHouse initially came
about, she told me the well-rehearsed story of its beginnings.35 She and her husband, Alan,
retired and moved to Wattle City in 2002, ‘at about the same time as the first refugees came
to [the city] under the Humanitarian Visa Program’—mainly arriving from sub-Saharan
Africa. They met one of these new arrivals, a person from a Sudan, at their church, and
realised that they were having difficulty finding their feet in the city. She said that ‘everything
was new’ for them. Neither they nor their nine kids had never been to school. They had
much difficulty buying food for their large family: they didn’t know how to navigate the
supermarket, or choose between the different types of milk and bread, or carry all the food
home without a car or easily-accessible public transport. They weren’t initially aware of the
three-meals-a-day culture in Australia, and they would send their children to school without
lunch, which the school got very ‘excited about,’ Carol told me. Junk mail, which they often
had trouble deciphering, could elicit great confusion and concern of refoulement.36 They had
many difficulties of this kind. Carol said they needed not only new practical skills to adjust to
the new city, but also ‘friends to introduce them to a new life.’
Carol told me that, at this stage, there were only a handful of families in the region that
had arrived through the humanitarian program. ‘Through this family,’ she explained to a
local reporter, however, ‘we met other families who were arriving in [Wattle City] and
needing more personal support than could be offered by the funded service providers’
(emphasis added). Carol and Alan would meet them on a largely ‘ad hoc’ basis, as they
arrived in the area: knock on their door, greet them welcome, ask if they needed a hand, offer
to do their shopping, and so on.

34

The word ‘milieu’ in fact comes from a combination of older French terms: mi, which
means ‘middle’, and lieu, which means ‘place’. A milieu, then, is literally the place of which we’re
in the middle.
35
The account of LocalHouse’s origins provided here is a composite of interview,
organisational, newspaper and blog post materials.
36
Darling (2014, p. 848) has written about the materialities of letters from immigration
departments, and how they can work to produce ‘different atmospheres, spaces, and
subjectivities of asylum’—ultimately operating as technologies of control and oppression.
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Existing government-funded settlement support services target what are often described
as the ‘core domains’ (Ager & Strang, 2008) of making home: language, employment,
education, and housing. However, ‘[t]he problem was that after six weeks the [governmentprovided volunteer] would be signing off, and the family would be left without knowing
anybody in [the city],’ Carol explained in a blog post. She and her husband saw an
opportunity to provide help, but more as a friend, rather than some kind of ‘service provider.’
They perceived a desire for less prescriptive and more informal and affective modes of
relationality: ‘providing friendship-based support to refugee entrants throughout their
settlement experience for as long as they need it—recognising that building a sense of
belonging has no time limit,’ as their vision would later be described across all LocalHouse’s
organisational materials. ‘We set up [the organisation] to fill the gaps,’ Carol explained to a
reporter.
Drawing on alternative understandings of refugee resettlement, then, Carol and Alan
began attempting to effect a rhythmic movement from the ‘chaos’ of a new city to a sense
that one belonged, achieved through ongoing, relatively open-ended, and emotionally
complex relations of care. Settlement, for them, involved not only the more discrete,
prescribed material supports targeted by government services, but also some rather more
complicated and negotiated notion of ‘becoming-friend’—a process of transformation that
involves taking on the intensive affects and extensive movements that comprise a ‘friendship.’
This emphasis on friendship in achieving a sense of home among refugees is supported by
research across a range of disciplines (Humpage & Marston, 2005; Ingamells & Westoby,
2008; Lewis, 1979).37
This ‘rhythm’—from alienation to belonging, from ‘lostness’ to home—was often
represented throughout the accounts of refugee community members and LocalHouse
volunteers shared over subsequent years. These ‘refugee stories,’ in which humanitarian
arrivals describe their pathways to and experience of settling in the city, were and continue to
be frequently shared by the organisation at events, through newsletters, in fundraising drives,
and so on.38 These accounts almost universally offered powerful rhetorical evidence of the
movement towards home effected through LocalHouse; they attempted to capture the
affective transformations that occur when one feels they have come to belong.39 They
generally highlight, as one refugee resident explained in an organisational newsletter, the
‘challenges such as language barrier and cultural differences [that] make us to feel excluded
from our community,’ but then also the ways in which LocalHouse then helped her ‘feel at
37

I will be discussing in more detail this idea of ‘becoming-friend’ in Chapter 5.
On the more problematic aspects of sharing ‘refugee stories’—particularly those which
reproduce notions of the ‘needy’ and ‘helpless’ refugee—see Pupavac (2008] and Rajaram (2002).
39
On ‘affective capture’, see McGrath & Reavey (2016).
38
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home.’ A story shared in a blog post by Meredith, a girl from Burma (which I quote at length
here), captures this movement vividly:
Growing up in Australia as a refugee teenage girl, I felt very different from other people. I
was different in the way I look, the way I behave, the way I dress, the way I speak and many
more, I felt less confident in myself. In school, I was worried if the other students would
accept and understood me for who I was. I didn’t know how to begin to explain to them
that I was different from them. What I have lived through, what I have felt and what I have
seen were mountains, rivers, green forest, bamboo built houses, laughing neighbours,
crying neighbours, insecurity, poverty, desperation, happiness, sadness, anger, frustration,
violence, compassion and much more. I couldn’t share my story because I wasn’t in the
position, I couldn’t speak English confidently, I was afraid that I will be disrespected and I
was embarrassed to tell an experience that was not positive.
Then, I met [LocalHouse] volunteers. They helped me with my homework. They also
listened to my story. They understood me, they supported me and it made me feel like I
was a star. It made me feel that people in [Wattle City] were lovely. That was how [Wattle
City] became so dear to me. It became my home where I have my family, many friends and
colleagues. I felt that I belonged here for the first time. What I learned from [LocalHouse]
volunteers was that I could brush off the negativity that was thrown at me, keep shining
brightly and be the best I can be. (Emphasis added)

Here Meredith first describes arriving in a new city unable to communicate her
difference; she was without confidence and ‘afraid’. But the paragraph break marks a
profound movement. LocalHouse, in a sense, became the song that the boy sings as he
wanders through the midst of chaos. It ‘ties together critical moments’: the movement from
lostness to a sense of home; a sense that one has returned to the territory one knows, or
created a new one. Through LocalHouse, Meredith explains, she met the volunteers, who
helped her, listened to her, and understood her. Gradually these people became friends and
this city became a place to which she felt she belonged. Stories of this kind were shared
frequently, seeking to represent the transformations of subjectivity (friend) and affective
relation to place (belonging) that LocalHouse sought to make possible.

4.2 Movements in care
Deleuze and Guattari explain that ‘chaos is an immense black hole in which one
endeavours to fix a fragile point as a center’ (1987, p. 363). In the early days before the
formal establishment of LocalHouse, Carol and Alan attempted to sustain a ‘fragile point’
through which a movement towards home might be achieved, directing new arrivals from one
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milieu to another. Importantly, this point mobilised an altogether different idea of what it
means to ‘settle’ in a new city, compared with the federal government’s more programmed
and materially-focused approach. Rather than emphasising ‘integration’ into a city
understood as already-existing, Carol and Alan were aware of the importance of a sense of
belonging, achieved through a combination of relatively informal practical and emotional
support—what Carol described as ‘friends to introduce them to a new life.’ Informality and
friendship, rather than service provision, gives emphasis to the more immaterial components
of achieving home. And as conveyed in Meredith’s blog post, this ‘point’ effected a
movement from a confusing new city to one that is sensible and welcoming. Care emerges
here as a directional movement from ‘lostness’ to ‘home’; from exclusion to an affective
attachment to the city. Through this point, as Meredith explained, ‘I felt that I belonged here
for the first time.’

5.0

Territorial forces: gaining
direction

When Carol and Alan first began knocking on neighbours’ doors, greeting them welcome,
LocalHouse did not yet constitute a territorial assemblage. Deleuze and Guattari would say
that while it had direction—in that it facilitated movements from one milieu to another—it did
not yet have dimension.
How does an assemblage achieve dimension and ‘claim’ a territory?
Deleuze and Guattari explain: ‘What defines the territory is the emergence of matters of
expression’ (1987, p. 366). When the assemblage works beyond its ‘formal,’ machinic
functions, and instead is also expressive, it ceases being only directional and becomes
dimensional. These matters or forms of expression are all the incorporeal elements of an
assemblage: signs, symbols, ideas, discourses (see McCormack, 2013). These elements make
a mark, perform a gesture, scrawl a signature, express a style. Importantly, Deleuze and
Guattari explain that forms of content can become forms of expression, and vice versa: a
phrase or idea can become an ‘ethos,’ for instance, and a set of practices can become a
‘program.’
While these expressive marks may have very heterogeneous effects, their primary
function is territorial. Through matters of expression, Deleuze and Guattari explain, ‘[t]he
forces of chaos are kept outside as much as possible, and the interior space protects the
germinal forces of a task to fulfil or a deed to do’ (1987, p. 362). In this way, dimension is
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achieved by exclusion: a line is laid down across which certain things cannot pass, sorting
that which does belong from that which does not.
This section, then, follows the question: How does LocalHouse express a territory?
Here, I chart how LocalHouse began to produce a ‘ground’ upon which its particular
vision of settlement might be achieved: how it became a territorial force in the city. I first
discuss the more conspicuous forms of expression that emerged through this process of
becoming-territorial: legal, human resources, programmatic, and spatial-material. Following
this, I discuss what constitutes the organisation’s more ‘distinctive’ expressive component: its
ideological or ethical expression, which would soon become encapsulated in the ideal of
‘friendship-based support.’

5.1 Legal, organisational and spatial expression
When Carol and Alan first began meeting recently-arrived humanitarian entrants,
asking if they would like a supportive friend, there were few broader territorialising forces at
play. While there was the beginning of some kind of rhythm to their work—helping new
arrivals make home in Wattle City—it did not yet constitute a territorial assemblage.
However, after a few months Carol and Alan decided there was more work than they
could achieve alone. In a blog post, a friend of theirs and subsequent founding patron of the
organisation said he suggested they ‘should make an association to give the project some
credibility and longevity.’ Carol later explained it this way: ‘With the support of a handful of
people, who had also become involved in befriending these newest members of our
community, it was decided to set up a local organisation, register it as a charity and seek
broader support from the host community.’ This process of ‘giv[ing] the project some
credibility and longevity’ meant ‘formalising,’ to a certain extent, by engaging in several
common forms of organisational expression.40
First and most fundamentally, LocalHouse engaged in forms of legal expression
through becoming a registered charity. This involved formally identifying the arrangement by
name (i.e. LocalHouse), outlining its purpose, and deciding on a legal structure. The formal
registration of the organisation made it ‘legitimate’ in the eyes of the state (which Deleuze
and Guattari described as the ‘resonance chamber’ for all other assemblages); and it afforded
the organisation legal rights, such as the ability to accept tax-deductible donations.
Second, LocalHouse began developing some basic organisational structures, including
volunteer recruitment, induction and registration processes. ‘[Carol] saw the goodwill and
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Processes of organisational ‘formalisation’ will constitute a major component of the
discussion in Chapter 6.
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interest among the local […] community to extend the hand of friendship to refugee families,’
a 2016 annual review report explained. Consequently, Carol told me, she ‘put out [a
newspaper] ad[vertisement] for volunteers and, sure enough, people wanted to help.’ The
advertisement announced ‘the launch of [LocalHouse] and stat[ed] our main objective of
supporting children with their schooling, providing home tutors and starting a homework
centre.’ ‘About 15 interested people responded,’ she told me. Through becoming coded as
LocalHouse ‘volunteers,’ these participants constituted both a corporeal expression of
territory across space, and an ideological expression of civic activity. The subsequent
organisation of their volunteer labour allowed the expansion of territorial expression through
a range of organised activities.
Third, LocalHouse engaged in territorial forces through the internal structuring of the
materials, ideas and performances of volunteers. Activities were, to an extent, formalised
through developing a set of discrete programs, with program titles, objectives, processes and
so on. Whereas in the beginning activities were ad hoc, things now became somewhat more
predictable and consistent. Plans were developed that laid out future activities, what we
might think of as various kinds of ‘set performances,’ ‘maps’ of bodily movements, relations
of care and responsibility: [This program] is held at [this place] at [these times]; it is available
to [these people]; volunteers are responsible for [this] and [this], but not [this]; [these
materials] are to be used, [these forms] are to be filled out, and so on. For instance, the
relatively ‘informal’ activity of meeting humanitarian entrants in their home, helping with
whatever they were having difficulty with, continued (and in much the same way as it was
when just Carol and Alan were involved). But now it had a name—‘the Family Mentoring
Program’—and the explicit purpose of ‘provid[ing] community connections, friendship,
support and hospitality to newly arrived families and individuals,’ as the website explained.
Finally, LocalCare expressed a territory through producing relatively stable material
arrangements in which to ‘contain’ its labour. Most visibly, this came in the form of an office
space located near the city’s central business district, which acted as the primary space in
which administrative and managerial activities could occur; where refugee residents could
‘drop in’ for assistance and meet members of the LocalHouse team, and so on. Most
programmed activities continued to take place outside of the highly-formalised space of the
office, however. Homework Help, a program for school-aged humanitarian entrants, for
instance, was held twice weekly in a room provided by the city library, and the Family
Mentoring Program generally transpired within the home of the family.
The various forms of expression that emerged at this stage—the ‘charitable’ legal status,
the attraction and organisation of members, the delineation and formalisation of tasks, the
setting-up of an office space, and other ‘fixed’ spatial arrangements—worked to lay down a
territory in which ‘directional’ labour might occur with less disruption from the exterior
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forces of chaos. In becoming-territorial, LocalHouse annexed new expressive materials from
its milieu. These expressive parts and performances are highly heterogeneous, but the
reterritorialisation of these parts ultimately constitutes the organisation of a ‘limited space’ so
that work can be done. The arrangement that began as individuals helping families mostly
extemporaneously, tended towards becoming an organisation that sought to organise and
reterritorialise this labour.

5.2 Ideological expression: friendship-based support
LocalHouse also expresses a territory ideologically, and it is in this way that it most gains
its distinctive consistency. As work by Cloke, Johnsen and May discusses in detail (2005,
2010), spaces of care are always normatively imbued: they work by encouraging particular
ideas to circulate and performances to transpire, which they describe as organisational
‘ethos.’ In the previous section, I discussed the particular kinds of movements that
LocalHouse seeks to effect: from feeling ‘lost’ in the midst of a new city, to some sense of
being home. These cease being only directional movements and instead become forms of
territorial expression, however, when they are discursively expressed and then reterritorialised
as the ideological foundation of the assemblage.
LocalHouse tapped into a range of powerful, affectively-charged discourses of care—
ideas of community, friendship, and family—to stake a ground on which a movement
towards home might occur. This was captured most formally in the stated ‘vision’ of
LocalHouse, which draws on idea of home and belonging, connections and community.
LocalHouse aims, this vision states, ‘to see refugee entrants happily settled and participating
fully in the life of the wider community.’ Various iterations of this organisational vision were
repeated again and again in organisational materials, on social media, at public events, in
news media, and in everyday discourse: a sign is placed outside the office building with the
word ‘LocalHouse’ and its motto, ‘Care. Community. Respond. Empower’; the same sign
appears at a community event; similar ideas are expressed later in an interview with local
media about the event, or when the organisation puts out a call for new volunteers or
donations; a fundraiser is held with the theme of ‘Finding Home’; and so on.
Exploring tensions between organisational and individual agency, Cloke, Johnsen and
May explain that ‘any organisational discourse of ethos is likely to attract widely varying
levels of allegiance from the staff and volunteers who represent the organisation […] and will
therefore not necessarily be carried through into the spaces of care concerned’ (2005, p.
1090). In my fieldwork, however, I found the ideological vision of LocalHouse was largely
shared by volunteers. In a newsletter, for instance, one volunteer explained they were ‘very
proud to have been a small cog in this wheel that in so many ways has helped […] to make
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[Wattle City] more like home to people desperately in need of support.’ Volunteer Catherine
explained to me in an interview her
…feeling about just being involved with this refugee community is to make them part of
our community. You know, our Australian community. And help them settle in all aspects of
their life, you know, not just teach them English but to make them feel as though they’re
welcome here. (Catherine, 78, Family Mentor and English Tutor)

These discourses of home and community were often blended with the ethically- and
affectively-laden ideas of friendship and family. ‘Making home’ involves not only building the
connections that enable new arrivals to feel they belong, but also more intimate and mutually
affecting processes of ‘becoming-friend’ or even ‘becoming-family’. This kind of arrangement
was frequently described in organisational materials as ‘friendship-based support’. A
promotional flyer for a social event captured this particular arrangement of ideas well:
If you’re in the [LocalHouse] community—you’ll know that one of the best parts of being
involved with [LocalHouse] are the friendships you make, and the sense of being part of
one big, diverse, welcoming family. Not only is this enjoyable for those who experience it,
but importantly, it fosters an atmosphere of welcome and social inclusion for all […] By
walking alongside people from refugee background during this difficult transition time—
forming friendships, extending a helping hand when needed, and providing a warm
welcome—our community is strengthened as a whole.

The 2015 annual review report explains that LocalHouse ‘harnesses the welcoming
spirit and goodwill of the local community and channels it into friendship-based connections
with people from refugee backgrounds’ (emphasis added). A volunteer from the youth
program told me: ‘I think the most important thing in all we do at [LocalHouse] is making
friends, making people involved in our community.’ Likewise, a Family Mentor volunteer
told me that:
…it’s very hard to put into words, but occasionally I come back from a session with some
client or whatever and think, ‘I feel so much better’ […] and I think it’s just a friendship
sort of thing, you know the fact that you’ve interacted with somebody and the people I
have dealt with have really been extremely warm, and friendly, and you sort of think, well,
‘I’m not doing this for a job, I’m doing this because I’ve made friends’. (Sandra, 71, emphasis
added)

Volunteers often described LocalHouse itself as being akin to a family, and their
relationships with refugees as familial. ‘It sounds a little bit cheesy, but, it does feel
like [LocalHouse] is this big family that’s made up of our community members from refugee
backgrounds as well as our volunteers,’ explained one volunteer (Francine, 27). A long-time
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homework helper explained that: ‘Although the focus is on tutoring, the program has a
“family” feel about it’ (Kate, 28). And a family mentor told me: ‘That’s why it ends up with
so few boundaries. You end up feeling that you’re part of their family situation’ (Emma, 58).

5.3 A territorial expression of care
McCormack writes that ‘a territory only emerges contingently from the gestures and
signs […] in and around it” (2013,114). While Carol and Alan had already been engaging in
the ‘directional’ work of making home in the months beforehand—offering a friendly hand to
recent humanitarian arrivals—LocalHouse only became a territorial force when they began
engaging in these matters of expression. It became dimensional through redirecting and
converging particular flows of signs, symbols, gestures, performances, matters and so on: the
registration as a charity, the organisation of volunteers, the formalisation of activities, the
setting-up of offices and other limited spaces.
While government resettlement models of resettlement tend to draw on the neoliberal
language of ‘integration,’ ‘inclusion’ and ‘independence’—achieved through a discrete, closed
process of ‘service provision’ (Mol, 2008)—LocalHouse engages with totally different notions
of the subject and their relations of responsibility. Both LocalHouse and its volunteers
instead reproduce discourses of home, community, friendship, and family to express an
entirely different kind of arrangement of care. These are powerful territorial forces (Sophia
Bowlby, 2011), which work to intensify particular relations of care and responsibility. The
idea of ‘friendship,’ for instance, implies some kind of relationship that is voluntarily entered
into; one which is reciprocal, mutually beneficial, and with some room for negotiation with
the particular intensive affects and extensive movements that comprise it (Kathiravelu &
Bunnell, 2017; Lobo, 2018; Robertson, 2018). ‘Family’ comprises a perhaps even more
powerful discourse of care, which tends to go beyond ‘voluntary’ relations of responsibility,
towards more obligatory relations: we choose our friends, it’s often said, but not our family.
While the articulations of family here are not exactly of this kind—perhaps closer to what
sociologists and anthropologists describe as ‘fictive kin’—their emergence points towards
some kind of transformation taking place at the level of subjectivity and one’s affective
responsibility towards others. In any case, the relations of responsibility and care these ideas
conjure are of an entirely different kind than the ‘integration’ model of settlement: one which
instead emphasises reciprocity, affective closeness, and mutual belonging. And importantly,
LocalHouse offers a way in which this might be achieved, distilled in the expression of
‘friendship-based support.’
The kinds of intimate encounters, negotiations and transformations that volunteers
described above will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 5. But what is important to note
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here is the work these descriptions do in expressing and stabilising a territory. Discourse of
community, friendship and family do more than ‘represent’ a particular state of affairs; they
do more than simply recount existing relations between people. As Deleuze and Guattari
argue, every articulation is an articulation of the Earth. LocalHouse hooks into and reproduces
these already existing discourses of care to ‘call forth’ and stabilise certain subjectivities,
relations and places: expressing a territory in which refugees might belong in the city; a
territory in which they might not be ‘refugees’ at all, but instead ‘community members,’
friends, or even family.

6.0

Cosmic forces: improvising
with care

These territorial forces work by creating an ‘inside’ and an ‘outside’—a barrier across which
certain things, subjects and ideas cannot cross. But Deleuze and Guattari tell us that once the
circle is drawn and the territory expressed, it may be opened-up from the inside to join with
its outside, with what they call ‘cosmic forces.’ This involves, Deleuze and Guattari explain,
taking ‘something from chaos across the filter or sieve of the space that has been drawn’
(1987, p. 362). To undergo change, to effect any kind of becoming, an assemblage must
engage with these cosmic forces. ‘Opening-up’ to the cosmos is a process of ‘improvising’
with the world outside, where one assemblage begins commingling with another. New
relations are composed and the ethological effects are tested: what is lost and what things
become possible through this new liaison?
Assemblages can be more or less open to cosmic forces. In his institutional analysis of
the British immigration system, for instance, Gill (2016) explores a bureaucratic assemblage
that refuses opening to its outside. The bureaucracy, he demonstrates, attempts to iron out
any heterogeneity, anything unpredictable that might interfere with the smooth, ‘adiaphoric’
workings of the machine: unruly emotions, volatile affects, improvised performances, strange
ideas, and so on. But LocalHouse is thoroughly unlike this kind of bureaucracy; it is much
more ‘open’ to cosmic forces. It does not seek complete homogeneity or uniformity, but seeks
instead to flirt with the forces of chaos and territory that might lead to a sense that one has
‘arrived’ in the city.
The previous section on territorial forces mapped processes of reterritorialisation—how
LocalHouse beings to express a semi-stable ground upon which care work may be done. This
third section instead looks at processes of deterritorialisation. I ask: Where does LocalHouse
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connect to its outside? Or to put it another way, where does it join with other assemblages? In
this section, I chart some of the many ‘experimentations’ that occurred through forming new
liaisons with cosmic forces. In particular, I argue that LocalHouse remains open to its outside
in at least two ways: first, at an ‘organisational’ level, through formal experimentations with
new programs and activities; and second, at the level of the volunteers and refugee
community members themselves, through accommodating and indeed encouraging their own
impromptu experimentations.

6.1 Cosmic forces from the outside
As volunteer and past LocalHouse president David explained to me, the financial and
organisational structure of LocalHouse gives it great flexibility in ‘experimenting’ with new
programs, partnerships, services and events. ‘If [Carol] wants to run a surfing program, she
runs a surfing program,’ David said by way of example. During my period of engagement
with LocalHouse, it continually experimented with the development of new arrangements in
this way, including: a weekly ‘drop-in form-filling’ session, information sessions for
volunteers from local service providers, and the hosting of ‘women-only nights,’ which
‘featured belly dancing, henna artistry, home cooked food, and an opportunity for women
and girls from all cultural backgrounds to meet and socialise.’ At the level of organisational
programming, LocalHouse’s engagement with cosmic forces were diverse.41
I was closely involved in one of these organisational ‘experiments.’ Over a period of
around 18 months, 2016-2017, I was jointly responsible for helping to organise, manage and
coordinate a series of new night-time ‘Social Hangout’ events for LocalHouse. These events
were intended to provide ‘informal’ social opportunities for people of all ages, but particularly
youth, from refugee and non-refugee backgrounds to meet, enjoy music, eat food and engage
in other social activities together: ‘a bi-weekly event series [dedicated] to socialising, sharing
culture, meeting new people, making new friends and hanging with old ones,’ the flyer
explained. The evenings were hosted at a trendy outdoor cafe with converted shipping
containers, old school seating and potted cacti, with live music from the community, and
food provided by caterers from refugee backgrounds. These events were meant to be a potent
distillation of the organisation’s emphasis on friendship: hanging out together, in a social—
even party-like—setting.
Despite the fostering of these kinds of informal, intimate relations constituting a core
ideological aim of LocalHouse, nothing of the sort had previously been organised. Members
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of the local community, from both refugee and non-refugee backgrounds, had expressed
great desire for something of this sort, as revealed through a survey I’d helped conduct some
months beforehand.42 The events were intended to provide opportunities for people to meet
outside the normalised and normalising subjectivising forces of the organisation (which,
despite efforts to the contrary, often still produced binary machines of volunteer/refugee,
mentor/student, befriender/befriended, and so on), and instead foster more intimate and
spontaneously negotiated relations. The point was not to engage in ‘scripted’ performances of
service delivery, but to ‘hang out’—what might be described as a friendly, relaxed,
directionless kind of relational encounter (Evers, 2010). These hangouts were, then, an
intentional opening-up to an outside, encouraging new intensive affects and extensive
movements to enter into the arrangement. The ultimate goal was the achievement of new
assemblages of friendship that entirely exceed the organisation.
The events resulted in wildly various degrees of ‘success.’ On some nights, many people
from refugee and non-refugee backgrounds attended. There were many first introductions
and a palpable ‘atmosphere’ of liveliness and mutual enjoyment, facilitated by the energetic
Latin music, spicy Burmese food, and the cold night air, which encouraged bodies to
congregate around heaters and under moody lighting. In his ethnography of sports programs
for refugee youth, Evers (2010, p. 59) writes that, through this kind of ‘hanging out,’ ‘[a]n
immersive productive, contagious, and affective exchange takes place. The hanging out we
experience is a mixed assortment of touch, smell, sight, sound, and taste that spill all over
each other in an affective assemblage.’ Likewise it was through spending time together
outside programmed activities—just ‘hanging out’ while sharing in sensorial experiences—
that intimate relations were achieved.
On other nights, however, few or no refugee community members attended, which
largely undermined event’s objectives of forging new connections between the more recent
and more settled residents. While there were efforts at remaining ‘upbeat’ on these nights,
there was a sense of awkwardness among the crowd of well-meaning non-refugee community
members, and a sense the experiment had failed to produce anything new. It also prompted a
few participants to quietly ask: Who are these events actually for?

6.2 Cosmic forces from the inside
LocalHouse also remained open to cosmic forces through its relatively relaxed approach
to managing both its volunteers and programs. Internal rules, codes of conduct, volunteer

42

This was part of the reciprocal arrangement with the organisation I discussed briefly in
Chapter 3.

102

Chapter 4: making-home through the refrain

guidelines, codified subjectivities—all kind of plans of affect—work to contain chaotic,
territorial and cosmic forces. More than most organisations, however, LocalHouse often
appeared to lack a clear ‘outside.’ Volunteers were often unsure, as one told me, ‘where
[their] role starts and finishes.’ In contrast to the bureaucratic modes of organisation
described by Gill (2016), there were instead many zones of indiscernability, which meant, in
the colourful words of Catherine, ‘you sort of felt you were working in a very murky pond.’
The vast majority of volunteers I spoke to gave a similar account of how they
experienced organisational structure in LocalHouse. There was little in the way of induction,
instruction, training, supervision, or ongoing monitoring. Emma (58, Homework Helper)
described to me a fairly standard introduction to her tutoring of a primary school student in
their family home.
[the role] was probably fairly broad. There was nothing definitive about it, to be quite
honest. Because you meet the family—[Carol] took me there to introduce me—and from
thereon you’re on your own. And you kind of made it up as you went along.

Likewise Francine (27), a homework help volunteer, told me: ‘There wasn’t really any
formal training at all. Basically, you [just] need to have your Working With Children
Check.’43 And Karen (68), a driver mentor, explained the Driver Mentoring Program is ‘very
flexible. And we don’t really set boundaries about what you do with your [driver] learner.’
This lack of rigid structure was not accidental or incidental, but was intentionally built
into the organisation. LocalHouse seemed to work from the belief that territorial expressions
of home, friendship and family could only be realised through minimally structured
programs. There is no single formula for friendship or family—of what friends and family
should look like, say to one another, do with one another—and so volunteers and refugees
were largely left to negotiate their own arrangements. As Carol explained to me,
LocalHouse’s ‘informality is its success’ (Carol’s emphasis). In this way, LocalHouse parallels
the ‘non-organisation’ described by Sawtell, Dickson-Swift and Verrinder (2010), in which
volunteers enact what Darling (2010) might call an ‘ethics of the impromptu,’ placing
volunteer and refugee autonomy over organisational authority.
This ‘informality’ resulted in heterogeneous encounters between volunteers and
refugees. These encounters will form the central focus of Chapter 5, so here I will offer just
two brief examples.
On the one hand, volunteers often described the relaxed structure positively, explaining
that it had allowed them to negotiate arrangements that were experienced as mutually
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‘joyful.’ For instance, Barbara (70, In-Home Tutor) is a retired scientist who’s been
volunteering with LocalHouse for nine years. Though her original intention was only to
provide English lessons, she said, ‘You never know what you’re in for […] You do all sorts of
other things. And then they invite you to dinner. And then you have to go to a picnic with the
kids. […] So it branches out quite quickly.’ Unlike other resettlement services, which mostly
work through prescriptive models with discrete goals and set timelines, LocalHouse
encourages volunteers to remain open to these kinds of unforeseen possibilities. The lack of
pre-existing, rigid models means Barbara and her student are free to negotiate their own
arrangements. Until, after a few months, Barbara said, ‘it’s not really part of [LocalHouse]
any more. […] [I’m] well and truly outside just that volunteer role.’ An intimate and
mutually-negotiated arrangement of ‘friendship,’ far exceeding the organisation’s formal
assemblage, had been achieved.
However, Deleuze and Guattari constantly call for caution: not every improvisation will
turn out well, they explain. In opening a territorial assemblage up to the cosmos, things can
always go wrong. For Debra (67, English Mentor), a retired nurse and teacher, volunteering
left her open to many new things. But she explained this was not an entirely joyful
experience. She spoke of the feelings of uncertainty this lack of structure could produce. She
was often unsure what her role as ‘mentor’ involved, where the lines of responsibility fell. She
told me the program ‘doesn’t have enough boundaries. You’re open to all sorts of activities,
possibilities, anything.’ She described being asked to do her community members’ shopping,
to mind their children: ‘all sorts of things that weren’t part of the deal,’ she said. Ultimately,
for Debra, commingling the LocalHouse assemblage with the family assemblage resulted in
awkwardness, confusion and frustration—an inhibition in her affective capacity to act—rather
than any sense of joy.

6.3 Connecting care with difference
Through expressing a territorial assemblage in which its directional movements may be
effected, LocalHouse necessarily creates an ‘outside.’ This outside constitutes the cosmic
forces which are continuously working to undo the assemblage. However, as an organisation,
LocalHouse recognises the social, material, affective process of making home cannot be
contained entirely within rigid, bureaucratic modes of organisation. The movements
LocalHouse seeks to effect in fact directly involve the achievement of assemblages that clearly
exceed it: home, belonging, friendship, family. In this sense, it must necessarily engage with
these kinds of cosmic forces if it is to ever achieve its ideological vision.
To this end, LocalHouse took steps to remain open to the ideas, practices and
arrangements that might lead to home and friendship. On the one hand, these experiments
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often resulted in fostering intimate relations between refugee and non-refugee community
members—such as through informal ‘hangouts,’ where attendees shared food, music and
bodily warmth; or LocalHouse’s relaxed volunteer and program management, through which
Barbara achieved a joyful arrangement of friendship that exceeded entirely the volunteer
model. These experimentations are not always successful, however, such as in Debra’s
experience in becoming ‘lost’ without the safety of formal structure, or when the hangouts
did not result in the formation of affective intimacy between community members.
While these kinds of affective becomings will be discussed in much greater detail in the
following chapter, we can note here that the lack of organisational structure—in the form of
induction processes, codes of conduct, volunteer guidelines, role descriptions, and so on—
works to keep the arrangement open to certain kinds of cosmic improvisation. It doesn’t seek
to uniformly set the ‘limits’ of care ahead of time. For LocalHouse, this relaxed approach to
management is not accidental, but a purposeful decision—it was a strategy through which
informal, intimate connections might be made possible. By remaining open to its outside,
LocalHouse makes possible care that can be responsive to difference—accommodating it,
rather than excluding it a priori. Through engagement with cosmic forces, arrangements of
care can be ‘tinkered’ with (Mol et al., 2010) and negotiated, until something mutually joyful
seems to arise.

7.0

Closing: care takes place,
care makes place

Antonsich argues that ‘who belongs and who does not is written in the landscape’ (2010, p.
644). Communities are always sites of contestation, around the things, practices and
meanings that should comprise any particular territory (Staeheli, 2008). While humanitarian
entrants arriving in Wattle City belong to diverse territorial assemblages—of family, gender,
religion, employment, and so forth—one of the key challenges identified in both government
and scholarly literatures is the achievement of a sense of belonging after moving into a new
city. This is made all the more difficult by the negative expressive forces that circulate around
the arrival and settlement of refugees in Australia, which mark refugees as not belonging and
work to keep them ‘excluded’ from cities and communities.
In this chapter, I mapped one organisation’s answer to the ‘problem’ of refugees’
belonging in the city. LocalHouse seeks to rewrite these geographies of belonging by
producing a ‘ground’ upon which refugees might make home, and the ‘refrain,’ as I have
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demonstrated throughout this chapter, offers one analytical approach in which to make sense
of this process. LocalHouse promises possibilities of another kind of urban encounter. This
refrain emerges from the commingling of, first, the forces of chaos to achieve a movement
across difference, from excluded ‘other’, to becoming-friend or becoming-family; second, the
forces of territory that express a provisional space in which this movement might occur; and
third, the forces of the cosmos, through which the refrain remains open to the outside and
through which it might produce entirely new arrangements. Through the establishment of
this rhythm, we can see what Deleuze and Parnet describe as ‘two non-parallel
formalizations’ (2002, p. 53): the formalisation of the kinds of things LocalHouse does (its
forms of content) and the kinds of things LocalHouse says (its forms of expression).
While government services sustain a caring arrangement that combines the notion of
the almost-independent individual with discrete, professionally-delivered services that aim to
enable them to achieve ‘full’ independence (see Jewson, 2015), LocalHouse produces an
entirely different model. It seeks to effect another kind of movement, not one from a state of
‘dependence’ to one of ‘independence,’ but something more along the lines of Deleuze and
Guattari’s story of the boy: a movement from lostness towards home. Emphasising the more
emotional and affective elements of making-home, it sees resettlement as a much less
determined process: a process which requires negotiation, an affective attachment to place,
and informal relations of trust and connection. And rather than relying on reified notions of
existing communities into which refugees must integrate, LocalHouse seeks to bring a new
community territory into being—one founded on cooperation, belonging and friendship,
rather than hierarchy and exclusion. Aiken explains, ‘[community] is a collective movement
and moment: always temporary, tentative and provisional—and all the more important for
that’ (2017, p. 10). ‘Settlement,’ for LocalHouse, is about producing a new ground on which
a new kind of contact becomes possible—‘settling’ newcomers and ‘unsettling’ volunteers in
the process.44
Existing geographical approaches to these spaces of care have explored the ‘networked
achievements’ of agency, the discursive forces that ‘guide’ bodies into particular formations,
and those more-than-representational movements and expressions that are often productive
of entirely new relations between bodies. The ‘refrain’ attempts to work across all these
approaches, seeing how working arrangements emerge from the conjuncture of forces that are
very different kind: chaotic, territorial and cosmic. The refrain opens an ‘affective spacetime’
(Derek P McCormack, 2013), ‘inflecting bodies’ powers to act’ (Emmerson, 2017, p. 2085)
in a way through which different relations of care might be forged. Importantly, it also offers
a way of thinking about how things might not always go to plan, through the incursion of
44
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outside forces. However, the point of a refrain is to repeat a particular movement or set of
movements—and one that doesn’t have consistency would not produce a working territory.
Thinking through the refrain, then, care involves a movement, an expression, and a connection
to difference. It is through playing with these forces that ‘friendship-based support’ became
embedded in the city.
By emplacing particular arrangements of care in this way, we can see that ‘the goals of
care are […] tinged with particular teleologies, aspirations and aims, depending on who
exactly inhabits the field of care’ (Raghuram, 2016, p. 519). Thinking through the refrain, we
can see how geographically and historically contingent arrangements of both resettlement
(Sampson, 2016) and care (Green & Lawson, 2011) are achieved through LocalHouse.
LocalHouse works to shape not only the ‘conditions’ under which care is provided, but the
forms of care that are ultimately possible. A ground is produced upon which particular
movements can be made: caring, intimate relations; a becoming-friend, a becoming-family; a
movement towards home. These kinds of volunteer spaces of care can be productive of more
inclusionary territories of belonging—a heterogeneous belonging, one not defined solely by
the state. ‘Clearly,’ argues Wright (2015, p. 405), ‘there can be and are geographies of
belonging based on openness, care and respect-across-difference rather than stasis,
uniformity and closure.’ The refrain of LocalHouse seeks to achieve such a geography of
belonging, in which relatively improvised encounters across difference result in the affective
relations that enable a sense that one is home.
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This is the road out here, don’t cross this line.
—Karen, 2017, LocalHouse volunteer.

The becoming is geographical.
—Gilles Deleuze and Claire Parnet, 2002, 28.
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1.0

Possibilities of urban
encounter

In the last chapter, I conceptualised LocalHouse as a ‘refrain’ that effects a movement across
difference. I argued it gains consistency through a rhythm of directing refugees from a milieu
of ‘chaos’ to one of ‘home,’ achieved through the practice of what they call ‘friendship-based
support.’ This analysis tracked some of the directions (forces of chaos), dimensions (forces of
territory) and experimentations (forces of cosmos) of LocalHouse as refrain. However, it did
not say much about the emergence, experience and negotiations of actual caring relations
between volunteers and new arrivals.
As Deleuze and Guattari remind us, individual elements of assemblages can enact
entirely different extensive movements and intensive affects to their larger aggregates. The
refrain does not determine anything. Rather, McCormack writes, ‘while they may be
repetitive, refrains are always potentially generative of difference, producing lines of thinking,
feeling, and perceiving that may allow one to wander beyond the familiar’ (2013, pp. 7-8).
There is good reason to not take ‘organisational ethos’ at face value. ‘The fine line between
care and oppression cannot be judged by organisational ethos,’ Cloke, Johnsen and May
(2005, p. 399) argue, ‘rather it will be evident in the smaller scale ethical practices within
spaces of care.’ In understanding whether and how care arises in particular geographical
settings, we must look also at what happens on the ground: at the bodies encountering one
another through the refrain of LocalHouse.
It was clear that, for volunteers such as Debra, who I introduced in the last chapter,
achieving LocalHouse’s ideal of ‘friendship-based support’ was often far from easy. The
participant accounts I collected were saturated with the felt intensities of volunteering with
people making Wattle City home: joyful new connections across difference; unsure
movements, gestures and words; the tensions of navigating often-ambiguous and awkward
moments; the reproduction of power hierarchies and their abolition. In ‘becoming-friend,’
heterogeneous encounters precipitated, myriad joys and sadnesses emerged.
In this chapter, I take as my point of entry these diverse encounters between volunteers
and humanitarian entrants. If a particular kind of friendly relation is both the aim and means
of LocalHouse, what happens in the event of becoming-friend? What happens between
bodies as they come together, negotiate difference, and ostensibly attempt to achieve a kind
of ‘friendship’? I follow Deleuze and Guattari’s hermeneutic of the virtual ‘lines’ of
assemblages to approach these questions. While the previous chapter focused more on the
110

Chapter 5: becoming-friend and the lines of care

production of territory through the refrain, this chapter focuses more on the production of
subjects through the virtual lines of care.

1.1 Convivial urban encounters
The politics of social difference in the city has been approached by both urban scholars
and policymakers through the lens of the ‘encounter’ which, as Amrith (2018, p. 524)
suggests, provides opportunity to explore how ‘coexistence [is] practiced in culturally diverse
shared spaces.’ The urban encounter constitutes a moment in which ethical relations arise
and subjectivities emerge (Amin, 2006, 2013; Gibson, 2010; Valentine, 2008); it is
implicated in what Conradson (2003c, p. 507) describes as ‘the spacing of subjectivity.’
Through the encounter, bodies are (re)aligned with this or that other thing, existing subject
positions are reified, and new social arrangements might be produced (Lobo, 2014, 2018).
This may lead to the intensification and stratification of otherness, where marginalised
and otherwise ‘minority’ subjects, such as refugees and asylum seekers, are produced as
subjects ‘out of place’; as presenting a danger to the unity, safety and sovereignty of a
community understood as already-existing; as necessitating assimilation, expulsion or
elimination.
But geographers have demonstrated that the encounter also provides opportunities for
more progressive politics (Valentine, 2008). Amin’s work (2002, 2006), in particular, has
inspired critical engagements with more ‘convivial’ urban relations among diverse others,
through which a kind of radical politics of care, solidarity and togetherness across sociocultural difference might emerge. Askins (2015, p. 470), for instance, both documents and
advocates a ‘transformative politics of encounter,’ which ‘incorporates a radical openness to
the simultaneity of difference and similarity, to deconstruct dominant discourses that
essentialise minorities as only different.’ Through convivial encounters across difference, we
might achieve more hopeful, equitable and joyful urban arrangements, such as those
facilitated through cooking and eating together (Johnston & Longhurst, 2012), by living
together in low-income neighbourhoods (Amrith, 2018), or within community programs for
migrants (Matejskova & Leitner, 2011).
‘Friendship’ constitutes the ultimate expression of conviviality, and it has offered a
valuable lens for urban and cultural geographers to explore these politics of care and intimacy
in the city (Cronin, 2014; Ghorashi, 2017; Kathiravelu & Bunnell, 2017). Friendship has
been conceptualised as a way of accessing the ‘multiplicity of everyday urban interactions’
(Ghorashi, 2017, p. 1). Friendship, as indicative of a kind of intimate relation of care, defies
reductive and universal conceptualisations (Amrith, 2018). As a more negotiated, openended kind of arrangement that doesn’t necessarily cut along lines of race, religion,
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citizenship status, and so on, geographers have conceptualised urban friendships as offering
‘counter-normative possibilities for living differently,’ as Cronin (2014, p. 72) suggests,
paraphrasing Foucault (1997). As I discussed in the last chapter, it is through friendly
relations with others that we establish our sense of belonging to a people (Cronin, 2014) and
our sense of belonging to a territory (Askins, 2016). To produce more inclusive and equitable
urban arrangements, Ghorashi (2017, p. 1) argues for the proliferation of what she calls
‘unusual friendships’: diverse, experimental relations built on trust, respect and fellowfeeling; relations which might help upset violent forms of othering, and produce more
inclusive urban arrangements.
Scholars have looked to the potential of volunteering in bringing about ethical and
affective transformations, brought about through what pioneer social activist Jane Addams
referred to as ‘perplexity’ (2002; see also Eliasoph, 2013). It is in these moments of
destabilisation, involving the surprising, unexpected and accidental, that relations of power
might be called into question: ‘Often it is unexpected everyday experiences that can prove to
be the most transformative elements of volunteering rather than the planned activities of
volunteering work itself,’ write Laurie and Smith (2017, p. 100). In her ethnography of
motherhood, Baraitser (2009, p. 1) likewise writes that while new encounters with care ‘can
catapult us into a state of internal disarray, it can also provide us with a unique chance to
make ourselves anew,’ producing bodies sensitive to new intensities and capable of new
relations and movements.
Spaces of care, such as homeless shelters, drop-in centres for asylum seekers and drug
users, and other organisational spaces for marginalised urban populations, have provided a
particularly fruitful focus of research on these kinds of convivial encounters (Darling, 2010,
2011; J. Evans et al., 2015; Horton & Kraftl, 2009; Johnsen et al., 2005b; Lancione, 2014b;
M. Williams, 2016). Geographers have been interested in these urban spaces as potential
sites where power relations might be renegotiated and unusual friendships can emerge.
Insider/outsider relations are often recalibrated or broken down, and new, more
‘experimental’ subject positions are produced such as ‘unusual’ derivations of ‘friend’
(Kathiravelu & Bunnell, 2017; Lobo, 2018; Robertson, 2018), ‘family’ (Tilbury, 2007) and
‘citizen’ (Darling, 2011; Erickson, 2012; Yap, Byrne, & Davidson, 2011). The achievement
of these kinds of subjectivities tends to indicate a reduction in the affective and ethical
‘distance’ between participants, in which relations of and responsibility to care have been
renegotiated.
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1.2 Problematic convivial encounters
But as Amin reminds us, every ‘encounter between strangers, physical or virtual, is
invaded by matter from many provenances’ (2013, p. 3). Even encounters intended as
‘friendly’ can fail. Indeed, Ghourashi argues we must call into question ‘the normalised
notion of friendship as exclusively positive’ (2017, p. 3). The ‘contact-world’ of encounter is
always mediated through broader diagrams of power—racial, gendered, religious, familial,
and so on—which work to reproduce unequal relations between different others (Amin,
2002, 2006): what Laurie and Smith (2017, p. 95) call the ‘hidden geometries’ of
volunteering. It is clear that ‘encounters are not simply reducible to face-to-face contacts,’ as
Matejskova and Leitner remind us, ‘but […] are bound up with distinct histories and
geographies, and thus are embedded in broader relations of power’ (2011, p. 722). And
within alternative spaces of care, in particular, the largely ‘improvised’ and loosely-structured
character of convivial encounters can lead to problems at both material and discursive
registers (Cloke et al., 2005; Darling, 2011; J. Evans, 2011; Evers, 2010; Johnsen et al.,
2005a).
The literature documents volunteers often feeling ill-equipped to fulfil their various
roles as ‘friend,’ companion, mentor, guide, tutor, and so on (Jewson et al., 2015). Volunteer
organisations, NGOs, and civic associations are often chronically under-funded and underresourced, leading to vital programs and services being run with little structure, training,
oversight or accountability (K. Robinson, 2013a, 2013b). Volunteers can be placed in
positions in which they are asked to do more than they are capable or willing. People
volunteering with refugees, for instance, might become ‘de facto elders’ (Duncan, Shepherd,
& Symons, 2010) and then have difficulty establishing clear relational boundaries of
professionalism or intimacy (Lewis, 1979; Pittaway, 2002). While volunteers might want to
more thoroughly establish formal ‘limits’ to their relationship with ‘clients’—such as the
amount of time spent together, the activities that are engaged in, or the affective intensities of
the relationship—the ‘clients’ themselves are often keen to exceed these limits (Cloke et al.,
2007). The failure to maintain clear social, emotional and physical boundaries in volunteer
work, and care work more broadly, can result in overburden and burnout (Cox, 2010; R.
Evans & Thomas, 2009; Hochschild, 1993; Stacey). Surawski, Pedersen and Briskman
(2008, p. 18) describe this as the ‘heaviness of helping,’ in which the demands of care
negatively impact the wellbeing of the carer.45

45

The psychological literature, for instance, has suggested people volunteering with
refugees are susceptible to ‘vicarious trauma’ (Barrington & Shakespeare-Finch, 2012;
Puvimanasinghe et al., 2015).
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Instead of fostering urban conviviality and respect for difference, Matejskova and
Leitner (2011) in fact find that convivial urban encounters facilitated through migrant
programs often reinforce hierarchy and prejudice. While the volunteer encounter might intend
to be friendly, it might instead result in problematic arrangements in which refugees are
positioned as somehow ‘lesser’ (Karakayali, 2017). In Darling’s (2011, p. 412) ethnographic
work on a drop-in centre for asylum seekers, for instance, he notes that problematic
mechanisms ‘of positioning and ordering arose at precisely the point where these normalised
relations of care were brought into question,’ particularly in mundane moments, such as
when volunteers insisted on maintaining kitchen and tea-making duties. Karakayali’s (2017,
p. 7) work likewise shows that often volunteers, ‘rather than expanding collectivities or
redefining group membership, tend to engage in a way that allows them to maintain
established boundaries of belonging.’ Even discourses which appear to indicate the
achievement of more caring, sympathetic, and convivial relations, such as ‘family’ (Lange et
al., 2007; Sawtell et al., 2010), ‘citizen’ (Erickson, 2012), and ‘victim’ (Pupavac, 2008;
Raghuram, Madge, & Noxolo, 2009), can work to differentially distribute power, such as
when volunteers position adult refugees as ‘children’ needing help, as ‘worthy citizens’ in
need of work, or as vulnerable, traumatised and helpless ‘victims’. In this way, volunteer
support for refugees often ride the tension between ‘care’ and ‘control’ (Evers, 2010), leading
to forms of care that are perhaps more paternalistic than empowering (Sawtell et al., 2010).
Urban encounters between ‘host’ volunteer community members and new arrivals are
indeed complex; for many reasons, they are often more thorny than other kinds of urban
encounters between people who are perhaps more similar in background, experience, and
subject position. While geographers have looked towards the encounters facilitated through
urban spaces of care as offering opportunities for developing more inclusive forms of groupbeing, there are no ‘pure’ encounters—even those intended as sympathetic, friendly and
caring. Rather, there are always already-existing diagrams of power (Abstract Machines) that
ultimately ‘guide’ into being the outcome of urban encounters, both making possible and
precluding more convivial and equitable forms of togetherness. The geographical literature
above makes clear we must pay attention to these ‘piloting’ forces, which are constantly
working to shape the kinds of the subjects that arise through the moment of encounter.
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2.0

The lines of care

One of the central arguments I advance throughout this thesis is that care always has limits,
and these limits emerge differentially through semi-stable arrangements of desire (i.e.
assemblages). We draw boundaries around what forms of content and expression of care are
‘right and proper,’ and encounters across difference are always mediated through these
abstract machines of power and desire. But where do these limits and boundaries come from?
How are they produced? What are the abstract structures underpinning actual arrangements
of care? But also: how are more joyful arrangements achieved—those which expand the
body’s capacity to act in new and perhaps surprising ways?
To explore these questions throughout this chapter, I draw on Deleuze and Guattari’s
(1987) framework of ‘lines’. In A Thousand Plateaus, they dedicate two chapters to
developing a new vocabulary of lines. ‘Individual or group, we are traversed by lines,’ they
write, ‘meridians, geodesies, tropics, and zones marching to different beats and differing in
nature’ (1987, p. 194). These lines cross, pass and intersect, diverge and converge in the
ongoing (re)composition of our bodies, lives and worlds. It is on a line that we make sense of
ourselves, differentiating from and aligning with others. It is on a line that we become bound
to a specified range of bodily affects. And it is on a line that we scurry away towards
something entirely unknown. These lines are not ‘actual,’ in the sense of having a distinct
material reality, but ‘virtual’: they are the abstract machines that work to guide actual
assemblages, and together they constitute a map for our body’s ‘development’ (Saldanha,
2017, p. 136).
To help us rethink the world through lines, Deleuze and Guattari provide us with a
basic model. They describe three kinds of lines—molar lines, molecular lines and lines of
flight—each differentiated by how they are segmented. These segments, they tell us, are
appropriations or disjunctions of immanent, molecular flows—such as how we pass through
the grades of schooling, or are differentially granted visas that (dis)allow us to cross
geopolitical borders. They are processes of capture and differentiation on what Stewart
(2007) calls the ‘live surface’ of life, or what Deleuze and Guattari call the Body without
Organs. Segments distinguish this from that; they account for the transition from one thing to
another—from asylum seekers to refugee, from stranger to friend.
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2.1 Molar lines/rigid segmentarity
The first lines they describe are what they call molar lines, or lines of rigid segmentarity.
These lines are characterised by well-defined segments that differentiate between territories
that have been ‘fixed’ through overcoding, producing what they call a ‘code-territory
complex.’ Segments of this rigid kind cut up our bodies and lives, both individual and
collective, and produce stabilised arrangements that are very different in type: social class,
age, race, gender—all kinds of relatively stable subjectivisations (Braidotti, 2006;
McCormack, 2004, 2007; McGrath & Reavey, 2016). On this line, Deleuze and Guattari
write, ‘everything seems calculable and foreseen, the beginning and end of a segment, the
passage from one segment to another’ (1987, p. 229). This is what they call a macropolitics:
‘A whole interplay of well-determined, well-planned territories’ (1987, p. 229). A working
territorial arrangement is calved off and overcoded, separating ‘volunteers’ and ‘refugees,’ for
instance, fixing these ontological categories into place. ‘Wherever there is purposefulness,
clarity, or the supposition of a whole,’ Saldanha writes, ‘there is a molar logic at work’ (2017,
p. 102).
But the dangers of molar lines are clear. While this ‘rigidity reassures us,’ Deleuze and
Guattari warn that molar lines work to delimit a body’s becoming. These lines ‘have a future
but no becoming,’ they write (1987, p. 229). For this reason, they also call it the ‘sedentary’
line—the line ‘of Being, identity, fixity’ (Braidotti, 2013, p. 345). Through molar lines, we
can become trapped within already-existing abstract arrangements, unable to become
different.

2.2 Molecular lines/supple segmentarity
Deleuze and Parnet ask: ‘what goes on underneath?’ (2002, p. 70). The second kind of
line they call molecular lines, or lines of supple segmentarity.46 These lines, while still subject
to homogenising forces, are not totalised by this power structure. Rather there are always
zones of indiscernibility, slippage, ambiguity, mutation. While these lines might produce
more molecular stabilisations, unlike molar lines, these are not ‘fixed’ through processes of
overcoding—there is no stable ‘code-territory complex.’ ‘The abstract machines here are not
the same,’ Deleuze and Parnet explain, ‘they are mutating and not overcoding, marking their
mutations at each threshold and each combination’ (2002, p. 98).

46

In geography and other social sciences, these ‘molecular’ lines have gained attention
primarily through non-representational theories (Bissell, 2016; McCormack, 2007; McGrath &
Reavey, 2016; Merriman, 2018) and vital materialisms (Bennett, 2009; Stewart, 2007).
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Deleuze and Guattari explain that many things happen on this molecular line which
don’t have the same rhythm as our ‘history’. Between transitions from one segment to
another, there are small cracks and ruptures that occur at the level of affects and intensities.
While molar lines are concerned with static, extensive ‘beings,’ molecular lines are concerned
with fluxes and intensive becomings: the affective and emotional forces of our bodies that
exceed easy articulation or representation (McCormack, 2007, 2010; McGrath & Reavey,
2016). It is not about identifiable cuts and rigid segments as much as thresholds and quanta.
While someone might start off as simply a fully-fledged ‘volunteer,’ for instance, underneath
many micro-becomings are taking place: a look, a word, a movement pushes them outside
this rigid territorial assemblage, and they move towards something that escapes a ‘volunteer’
or ‘refugee’ altogether.

2.3 Lines of flight
Finally, there is a third kind of line that ‘no longer tolerates segments’ (1987, p. 231),
which Deleuze and Guattari call lines of flight. These lines are defined instead wholly by
molecular flows of pure intensity. They deterritorialise assemblages and break down or away
from rigid strata. They take a turn towards the ‘plane of immanence,’ away from the abstract
machine, where existence becomes an endless line of immanent, emergent becomings. This is
the ‘real,’ the line on which we are not under the illusions of transcendence, of overcoding
symbols or structures. On a line of flight, Deleuze and Parnet explain, ‘we are tracing the real
and composing a plane of consistency, not simply imagining or dreaming’ (2002, p. 92). New
things, relations and affects are created; old ones ruptured and destroyed. Here, we form a
Body without Organs: the structured, organ-ised body becomes disorganised; it frees itself
from subjectivising code-territory complexes, and instead experiments freely with the world,
creating rather than following a line. While rarer than other lines, lines of flight can be found
anywhere, though Deleuze and Guattari most often discuss cases of people taking drugs or
experiencing schizophrenia.
These lines present the most danger. Not only can they turn into their own ‘microfascisms’ that work to bind our affects with as much force as other lines, they can also lead to
complete bodily annihilation. If we deterritorialise too rapidly and too recklessly, we may
decompose entirely the body’s affects—to the point of death.

2.4 Thinking care through lines
As I discussed in the previous chapter, LocalHouse seeks to effect a movement from
‘other’ to ‘friend’ in order to achieve a sense of belonging to the city. It works to produce a
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particular form of what I call in this chapter, following Stacey , the caring-self: a semi-stable
arrangement of performances, ideas and emotions that enable and delimit our capacity and
responsibility to care for others.
In this chapter, I argue that Deleuze and Guattari’s framework of ‘lines’ offers a useful
model for mapping the virtual structures that underpin the actual encounters facilitated
through LocalHouse. Lines, Saldanha writes, ‘can be read as a quasi-formal ontological
framework for studying any spatial organisation whatsoever’ (2017, p. 119). The tracing of
lines helps illuminate the workings of care and subjectivity at many registers. First, what
kinds of majoritarian politics are at play, which work to produce rigid lines that direct and
contain bodily affects through predetermined code-territory complexes? What modes of
organisation facilitate or delimit the kinds of lines that are possible? But also, where are our
limits? In other words, where are the points beyond which we cannot pass—those points that
are beyond our endurance to care? And finally, where do we break away completely and turn
towards something entirely new and unforeseen?
The central argument of this chapter is, against the implicit assumption of some of the
work on care and care ethics,47 there must always be (virtual) limits to care, abstract plans
that work to both produce and delimit our caring relations with others—though where they
lie is not predetermined, but rather always in the process of being immanently produced and,
at times, exceeded and made again. In the remainder of this chapter, I proceed through a
series of volunteer vignettes that allow me to unpack the politics of volunteers’ encounters in
detail.48 I conceive of the ‘volunteer-refugee’ couplet as an assemblage comprised of lines that
are very different in kind, and which are constantly undergoing processes of territorialisation
through which the limits of the arrangement are negotiated: the things that are done, said,
and felt.

3.0

Karen: an unspoken
commitment

I met Karen at her home, in a suburb just north of the one where I live. She made coffee and
we went over the project and consent forms. Karen is 68 years old. She is a very animated
talker; she speaks in an efficient, clipped kind of way. She exudes pragmatism—something I
47

This is an argument I will return to more fully in the final analytical chapter, Chapter 7.
I produced these vignettes from the diary and interview materials I collected from each
volunteer.
48
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imagine being refined through her long career as a teacher responsible for the schooling of
hundreds of children and the minutiae of administration. She is warm, but in a kind of
distant way. I felt immediately welcome, but we were certainly there to complete a task: to
conduct the interview!
Karen volunteers in LocalHouse’s Driver Mentoring Program (DMP) as both a mentor
and coordinator. The program provides low-cost driving lessons to humanitarian entrants
who want to get their provisional licence. It is one of LocalHouse’s most structured
programs, generally offering weekly, hour-long lessons, for which a small fee is charged (the
fee is a fraction of other driving services). Generally, volunteer mentors and driving students
are paired and will continue working together until the student has passed their driving exam.
As one of LocalHouse’s newsletters explained, ‘Mentors are not driving instructors!’
Instead, as it goes on to explain, ‘They are experienced drivers who act as companions and
friends, giving advice, support and encouragement, to help learners build their driving skills
as they practice on Australian roads.’ The role of ‘driver mentor’ helps LocalHouse skirt the
strict legal requirements for officially licensed driving schools while, at the same time, it
encourages less ‘formal’ arrangements between mentors and students.

3.1 The set parameters of the DMP
Like many volunteers I spoke to, Karen was motivated to became involved in
LocalHouse by a significant life event: she was approaching retirement (Cloke et al., 2007;
Eliasoph, 2013). She spoke of the decision almost melodramatically. For her, it was a matter
of life or death. ‘I want to feel as though there’s some point to my existence… the idea that
there is a point to me still being here. That I don’t need to go and top myself,’ she laughed,
‘because I’m not being useful.’ For Karen, caring for others through volunteering was a form
of self-care in retirement, a way of ‘sustaining’ herself. She needed to do something to feel
like her life had a point, and LocalHouse allowed her to fulfil her moral vision of the world—
a world in which ‘everybody has a fair share of things,’ she said.
Karen was clear about what she desired from the arrangement. She was drawn to this
program because it has a set endpoint. There were clear affective, spatial and temporal limits
to the arrangement: weekly one-hour driving lessons that concluded once the student had
successfully gained their licence. ‘It had set parameters,’ she told me. ‘You know, I felt that it
wasn’t going to take over my whole life, which I didn’t want it to take over my whole life. I
wanted to be in control of it. I know very little about volunteering, but I didn’t want it to take
over my whole life,’ she explained. ‘But it can, easily,’ she laughed. She said she wanted to be
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able to say, when the task was complete: ‘You’ve got your license, that’s fantastic. Here is a
nice keyring, enjoy driving, see you later!’
Here we can see molar lines at work. Compared to some other LocalHouse activities,
the DMP appears to be comprised of fairly rigid code-territory complexes: it stays mostly
within the rigid segments of driver ‘mentor’ and ‘student,’ who are to engage in the fairly
delimited range of activities, in the neatly delineated space of the car, that comprise a ‘driving
lesson.’ These virtual parameters are the boundaries to the territory, they mark the limits to
the care that would precipitate. Being bounded spatially and temporally, the arrangement is
ostensibly capable only of particular affects, movements, and relations. There is little
ambiguity, as everything was, ostensibly, laid out in advance.
But like all LocalHouse’s activities, there is little in the way of formal structure—there
is no real induction process for volunteers or students, no guidance and no supervision. ‘It’s
very flexible,’ Karen told me, ‘we don’t really set boundaries about what you do with your
learner.’ By and large, volunteers and community members were left to negotiate their own
working arrangements. Karen described the DMP as ‘a negotiated thing between the mentor
and the learner—what suits you, what suits them,’ and you have ‘to try and mesh it all
together.’ Without clear machinic and expressive entities to keep things in place, the
arrangement is largely held together by what Karen described as ‘an unspoken commitment,’
where everyone involved implicitly agrees to maintain the tutor-student-car assemblage:
‘There’s that sort of deal, you know. An informal deal. It’s how it works’ (Karen’s emphasis).

3.2 A moment of rupture
Considering this informality, it’s unsurprising that the arrangement doesn’t always ‘go
to plan.’ One of Karen’s students, Mary, is a single mother with three children. ‘When she
got her license,’ Karen told me, ‘she asked me to go to school for our parent-teacher
interview.’ Mary’s English wasn’t very good and she wasn’t confident dealing with her
daughter’s school. Karen has a near comprehensive understanding of school systems, so she
agreed. She’d grown closer to Mary than other driving students. They’d spent many hours
together in the small confines of the car, sharing in the myriad emotional encounters that
driving often facilitates: fear, frustration, surprise, joy (Waitt & Harada, 2016).
At the student-teacher interview, Karen realised Mary’s daughter is very far behind in
reading competency—she’s at a level far below other children her age. ‘And so I sort of took
on the job of helping that little girl improve her reading skills,’ Karen explained. But this shift
to teaching reading and spelling turned out to not be so simple. ‘I go to do the spelling,’
Karen told me, ‘but there is always a side issue’—‘side issues’ that would ordinarily be
outside the remit of volunteers working in the DMP.
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Outside the car and within Mary’s house, Karen was been introduced to the many
things that Mary and her family deal with daily, trying to build their lives in a new city. Their
arrangement quickly catalysed into something more complex. Karen said she had ‘become
involved in [Mary’s] life,’ and feels increasingly responsible for her. ‘And from [reading] it
developed into other things,’ she told me, ‘helping them with parking fines, helping them
with citizenship, helping them with Opal [transport] cards. So, when I go, there’s always a
side issue,’ she laughed.
It appears the opening-up of the ‘anthropological space’ (Augé, 1996) of the home had
also instigated an opening-up of subjectivity (Milligan, 2003). Bowlby writes that ‘the
concept of home is closely bound up with that of family,’ and ‘a “face-to-place” encounter
[…] with a person’s home may allow insight into their “private” self’ (2011, pp. 614-615).
Boundaries between ‘formal’ and ‘informal’, or ‘public’ and ‘private’ relations of care, which
might work to keep particular subjectivities in check, became blurred for Karen and Mary,
shifting their relations of responsibility, obligation and affective intensity.
This development had left Karen in a somewhat awkward position. She tried to explain
the trouble:
I love it too, I love it too. But, you know, [Mary] is the same age as my daughter and I think
I’m a similar age to her mum, and so her mother isn’t around. And so she sort of sees me
as a surrogate mother. But I don’t see her as a surrogate daughter. […] So it’s a little bit of
an uneven relationship. […] I like her. I think she’s very nice. I think that she’s got a lovely
family, but I don’t love her like she loves me. […] Yeah, she says, ‘Gasp!, I love you.’ Yeah,
and you know I feel a bit bad about that … Because I like her… [laughs] I’m happy to spend
time with her, but I don’t see her as part of my family. (Karen’s emphasis)

In one sense, the familiar model of the (surrogate) ‘mother’-‘daughter’ seems to offer a
language that might better capture some of the molecular practices, affects and forms of care
that now constitute the assemblage as it is lived. Tilbury (2007) has described similar
semiotic shifts in her research on people volunteering with Hazara asylum seekers in regional
Australia. She writes that ‘refugees and [volunteers] have taken up the language of family to
deal with the problem of how to identify a relationship which has gone beyond
volunteer/recipient in a culturally appropriate way’ (2007, p. 643). She argues it indicates
that the relationship is no longer considered merely ‘instrumental,’ but rather has become
one characterised by ‘trust, caring, giving and emotional attachment’ (2007, p. 628). We
draw on existing models of subjectivity to make sense of our own, and these ‘fictive kin’ ties
work to shift the responsibility to care from a ‘charitable’ one, to a reciprocal or ‘natural’ one
(see also Stacey, 2009).
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3.3 Repressing the pregnancy function
But for Karen, things are not so simple. She both expected and desired the DMP to
offer a relatively straightforward code-territory complex, a ‘molar’ politics of care in which
she set aside a discrete amount of time to engage in a fairly discrete activity: driver
mentoring. The ‘set parameters’ that originally drew her to the role, however, have long since
been left behind. Something has gone awry; some kind of ambiguous deterritorialisation
occurred. She finds herself within Mary’s home, in the midst of Mary’s life, and she sees the
confusing, messy process of making a new city home. Strictly, she remains a ‘volunteer,’ even
a ‘driver mentor,’ but many other things have been taking place that are not captured by this
more comfortable molar politics (McGrath & Reavey, 2016). Now outside of the molar
politics of volunteering, then, many other things become possible—Karen can even become
Mary’s mother, with many of the affective, emotional and material relations of care that might
entail.
The intense feelings of love expressed by Mary are not reciprocated, however, and
Karen is left in an awkward position. ‘I’m happy to spend time with her,’ as she said above,
‘but I don’t see her as part of my family.’ This is not the arrangement Karen desired; she is
caught in what I will describe as an ‘unwilling becoming’: a molecular movement through
which a valued limit has been breached; a becoming understood as unsustainable. Along this
line she sees not joys and the mutual expansion of good affects, but instead sadness, a
reduction in her capacity to act.
Deleuze and Guattari straightforwardly explain that ‘there is no fixed subject unless
there is repression’ (1983, p. 26). Karen senses the beginnings of a line of flight—that the
arrangement is moving rapidly towards something entirely different—and she is not at all
interested in seeing where it goes. To contain this unwilling becoming and re-establish clear
limits to the caring-self, Karen represses the movement towards difference, a movement
Guattari describes as a ‘pregnancy function’: ‘the power of being fertilized by otherness’
(2008, p. 113). By explaining she’s not Mary’s family, she’s articulating not only a subject
position, but a limit to the caring-self. Karen works to reterritorialise the arrangement into
something more concrete and molar.
To make sense of this arrangement that has now exceeded the boundaries of ‘driving
mentor,’ but which she desires to (re)contain, Karen told me she considers Mary ‘just a
driving friend’—categorically not a family member. While not intended to illustrate a
repression of the caring-self, Karen’s description of teaching Mary the meaning of the lines of
the road captures this process of repression vividly:
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And also on occasion I’ve stopped the car, got out, pointed. You know how you have a
white line along the edge of the road? Here’s the gutter, here’s the road, there is a white
line here to say you are not allowed to drive in this area. This is the road out here, don’t
cross this line. (Emphasis added)

3.4 A threshold of sustainability
While the virtual lines of care are not formally codified in volunteer or program
guidelines, they ultimately emerge immanently through the encounter—they are created
between the participants themselves, in the midst of their lives. In this case, the molar lines of
care that comprise the ‘mentor-student-car assemblage’ are exceeded, and a new
arrangement is under negotiation. We know a molecular line is now at play because there is
no longer a distinct code-territory complex. Nothing is very clear in a molecular arrangement.
What happened? What has the arrangement become? What should Karen do and say? What
territory are they now occupying? And what should it be called? Karen is not sure. She
cannot describe to me what has taken place because she does not know herself—she is
outside her territory and without clear grounding. And, as Deleuze and Parnet write, ‘Being
in the middle of a line is the most uncomfortable position’ (2002, p. 28).
Ultimately, Karen, like many of us, tends towards code-territory complexes not because
they lead to the joyful expansion of our bodily affects, but because they are clear, comfortable
and, as Karen’s account suggests, sustainable. The original arrangement allowed Karen to
produce the body she needed to keep ‘going on’ in life after retirement, to avoid having to
‘top herself,’ as she said. She wants to maintain an arrangement that is capable of only
particular things, predetermined relations of care. She wants a fixed ethology, one that is
legibly bounded, and she represses an unwilling becoming-mother to sustain this bodily
consistency.

4.0

Barbara: so we go with this

Barbara is warm and gentle in a grandmotherly way. When I met her for a second interview,
it was in her quiet, tree-encased home at the end of a cul-de-sac. She put the kettle on,
showed me photos of her family and told me I reminded her of her son, who is about my age.
Barbara is a 68-year-old in-home tutor with LocalHouse. Now retired, Barbara has worked in
a range of mainly professional positions, starting out as a primary school teacher, before
working in administration, and finally becoming a gardener—raising two kids with her
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husband in the meantime. Like Karen, Barbara’s children have long since left the family
home. She tells me she very much wants grandchildren but, for a range of reasons, at this
point it seems unlikely.
She is openly compassionate. Her Christian beliefs are quiet and reserved, but clearly
form a foundational part of how she understands herself and her responsibilities to others. It
appears that volunteering allows Barbara to achieve her ideal as a certain kind of Christian: a
person who tends to the needs of disadvantaged others, effecting a generosity of spirit without
necessarily proselytising.

4.1 An abstract plan: In-home tutoring program
Barbara volunteers in one of LocalHouse’s in-home programs, Home Tutoring, which
offers one-on-one homework help for school-aged children—generally for families with single
or at-home mothers who for one reason or another have difficulty leaving home for these
kinds of opportunities. She has been volunteering in this role for five years, and for the last
two has been tutoring Emily, a 10-year-old girl from Burma.
Barbara described Emily vividly and with great animation. Emily, she told me, is a
bright, sociable, and endearing young girl. She is quick to laugh and love, but will often use
her sweetness and intelligence to manipulate Barbara and her parents to get what she
wants—much like many children her age.
When Barbara and Emily were first introduced, LocalHouse provided a very loose
model for them to enact. There is only a very basic induction process for volunteers entering
into Home Tutoring. In Barbara’s case, the volunteer manager—still co-founder Carol at that
time—introduced her to the family with whom she would be working, and together they quite
briefly discussed some basic expectations: mostly organisational things such as meeting times
and the importance of respecting one another’s commitments. Barbara told me, ‘But really,
in a sense, you’re left to your own devices.’ There were no program materials, volunteer
training, reporting requirements, or any other external mechanisms. So, beyond this initial
meeting, Barbara was left to negotiate with Emily and her family the shape that the
arrangement might take—what activities they would engage in, at what times, and so on.
But although LocalHouse did not provide or enforce a rigid model for Barbara and
Emily, these induction processes initially worked to produce a fairly clear set of recognisable
subject positions and performative roles: a ‘mentor’ works with a ‘student’ to improve their
performance at school. It created a relatively legible code-territory complex which they might
occupy. It helped make their relationship sensible: providing a basic structure of what was
expected of each of them; an idea of what forms of care were appropriate; and a language to
talk about it. Basically, they constituted a ‘tutor-student assemblage’: Barbara teaches and
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Emily learns. The code-territory complex cut clear, molar lines and, by and large, things were
foreseeable in this plan.

4.2 Molecularising subjectivity: beyond ‘tutor’
But it clearly did not stay within this set of clear subject positions for long. When I
asked what they do when there isn’t any homework, such as during holidays between school
terms, Barbara explained they decided to still ‘stick to doing something a couple of days a
week’:
So we’ve been to [the amusement park]; we’ve been […] on the ferry. We just do activities
and outings and things. She has met my father now several times, and she was lovely. […]
She’s given a lot back, in a sense, inadvertently in a way. Like children do. She’s been
terrific, really. And I suppose the thrill for me is doing things with her that she’s never done
before. […] And we went to see [the stage production] The Extra. And had dinner. And
restaurants are not in her experience. So this is pretty flash [for her]! [Laughs]. So that’s
very joyful—very, very. Yeah, I love it. (Barbara’s emphasis)

The mentor-student assemblage was first comprised of lines that produced stable,
molar subjectivities and a delimited range of acceptable performances of care—a stable
caring-self. But much like Karen, something appears to have gone awry within the original
arrangement; some kind of deterritorialisation has taken place; a pre-existing limit has been
breached and it has become something different. They are now charting new territory,
beyond the rigid lines of the original code-territory complex, greatly exceeding its
predetermined material practices and felt intensities. It is not limited to structured two-hour
homework sessions twice a week, but now includes sharing more broadly in each other’s
lives, families and experiences. Barbara explained that she ‘did not envisage that it would go
beyond this arrangement. And the relationship. I had no concept that it would evolve into a
relationship that is very close.’ The expectations produced by the original virtual diagram
have been refuted, causing her to be surprised by the new affects the arrangement has now
taken on.
Barbara is aware the arrangement is no longer recognisable as a tutor-student
assemblage—indeed, she never once refers to Emily as her ‘student,’ despite this being her
ostensible relational position. Indeed, it would be difficult to faithfully describe their
relationship without using the word ‘love’. Barbara’s deep adoration for Emily shone clearly
through her words and gestures and stories, through the descriptions of the things they did
together and for one another; it was articulated through the relationship’s affective intensities
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and extensive movements. This ‘destabilising moment of encounter’ (Ruddick, 2010, p. 23)
has apparently produced something new.

4.3 Molarising subjectivity: semiotic retrofitting
This molecular(ising) movement created a problem, however, where Barbara was
forced to re-articulate the arrangement as something else (McGrath & Reavey, 2016). But
what words might be used? Is there a language that exists that can make this arrangement
legible to themselves and one another?
Barbara attempted what I will describe as a ‘semiotic retrofitting’ to make sense of the
way in which the limits of care had mutated. At one point in the interview, Barbara told me:
‘I am the surrogate grandmother. She has no grandparents; I have no grandchildren. So
[Emily] kind of thought, well, okay, that’s what I’ll be. So we go with this’ (emphasis added).
Here Barbara articulates a transition from a relatively formal subject position of ‘tutor,’ to a
much more complex and informal subject position that she describes as ‘surrogate
grandmother’—mirroring Karen’s ‘surrogate mother’ transformation. Again, this was not just
a discursive shift, but coincided with myriad changes in material practices, affects and
responsibilities: to put it simply, they did different things together and felt differently about
one another. While the literature on fictive kin demonstrates volunteers often reproduce
power hierarchies through language of family—such as the unequal authority that might exist
between grandmother and granddaughter—it can also mean that they’re working through
complex relations of care that have no already-existing semiotic extension. While Karen
retrofitted these existing molar categories in an attempt to repress an ‘unwilling becoming,’
Barbara appears to use them to make sense of what’s going on between her and Emily.

4.4. Molarising through discontinuing
As McGrath and Reavey (2016, p. 63) write, ‘[i]f affect is a relational intensity […]
then attempting to evaluate what we are feeling is likely to change the experience.’ The
molarising of affect can fail, as it might ‘not attend to, or adequately reflect the intensity of
feelings and their inherent messiness’ (2016, p. 63).
It’s clear the reframing of their relationship as ‘familial’ did not completely resolve the
situation for Barbara. When I asked about how she felt about the developing relationship, she
explained to me:
…it has been wonderfully rewarding, but at times overwhelming, I must say. Because as I
said to [my husband], if this was my own grandchild, I could set the limits, I could establish
the parameters with the parents, who would be my children. And I could say: ‘I will take
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[Emily] out today, have her home by 5 o’clock,’ or whatever. Whereas she is not. I’m not
her mother or her grandmother, even though she likes to think that I’m a grandmother. So
I’ve got to really be respectful of the family and her mother’s wishes, and that’s been a bit
tricky to work out. (Emphasis added)

Barbara clearly feels ambivalent about what has taken place. She tries to semiotically
capture the arrangement into something sensible to her. While, ethologically, their
relationship might now mirror that of a grandmother and grandchild, the external fact is that
she is not Emily’s grandmother—and so she is unable to, in her words, ‘establish the
parameters’ of the relationship. Rather, the familial model only partially solves the ‘problem’
of how to articulate what the relationship has become, and has itself thrown up a whole new
set of problematics. The semiotic retrofit appears to be an inadequate movement: it fails to
sufficiently capture the arrangement’s ‘inherent messiness,’ including the ambiguous relations
of responsibility and authority between Barbara and Emily’s biological parents.
And so, despite the many ‘thrills,’ ‘rewards’ and ‘joys’ the arrangement has clearly
brought them both, Barbara has decided she will stop being Emily’s ‘mentor’. She told me: ‘I
said to [Emily], “Once you get into high school, we won’t continue as we are”.’ Like Karen,
Barbara has experienced some kind of unwilling, or ambivalent, becoming. The
molecularising tutor-student arrangement has reached a limit beyond which she feels she
cannot go. And there is no rupture more abrupt, no segment more clearly defined, than
ending an arrangement.

4.5 The middle of a line
Care is always delimited by virtual lines that ‘guide’ the kinds of arrangements that
might emerge. However, our language often fails to capture existing arrangements of care,
such as Barbara and Emily’s, which seem to lack any kind of satisfactory semiotic extension.
Molecular arrangements such as this exceed our existing ability to describe them; dealing
with fluxes and intensive becomings, rather than clear, rigid segments, often leads to semiotic
ambiguity (McCormack, 2007, 2013). Through molecular becomings, McGrath and Reavey
explain, ‘[t]he very boundaries of the body seem to become more porous, leaving the self
more vulnerable to the external world’ (2016, p. 67). What forms of care are ‘acceptable’ in
these molecular arrangements? And, importantly, what should these territories be called?
As Guattari explains, molecular deterritorialisations can be scary. ‘For when, in the
process of disassembly, we find ourselves perplexed and disoriented, and become fragile, we
tend to adopt merely defensive positions’ (Guattari, 2008, p. 16). For Barbara and Emily,
there is no clear territory to occupy, so Barbara has decided to end it altogether. She desires
an arrangement that exceeds the delimited ethology of the tutor-student model—this much is
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abundantly clear. We can readily sense the joys that have been created for Barbara in her
relationship with Emily; it shines through in her enlivened, glowing narratives of their
encounters and adventures. She has developed new affects, her body has expanded—thrills,
joys and love for someone who could become her granddaughter. But the lack of molar
extension has also left her altogether confused. It is tricky, at times overwhelming, she says. She
doesn’t know where she stands and, consequently, she has decided to end the arrangement.
Beyond any clear parameters, the virtual structures of Barbara and Emily’s arrangement
emerge immanently from the particular milieu in which they find themselves—a process that
Guattari (1995) calls ‘resingularisation’ (a concept which I will explore in more depth in
Chapter 7). As we can see, however, creating these new, more immanent and molecular
arrangements is far from easy. To do so, we must wander through unchartered territory,
make uncertain movements, gestures and remarks, see what ‘works’ and what creates joy,
and what fails and creates only sadness. ‘In this zone of indiscernibility, perception and
sensation dwell in the midst of things,’ McCormack writes (2007, p. 368). In experimenting
with arrangements of care, we must create new territories, with new limits, within which new
bodies become possible and different kinds of work can be done. But equally, a whole new
expressive vocabulary is needed, one which more clearly announces our arrival into a new
land.

5.0

David: always pushing the
edges

I met David at a cafe near the University train station. He is 70 years old and has volunteered
with LocalHouse since it was founded over a decade ago, around the time he retired.
Physically, David is an imposing presence, tall with broad shoulders and a deep, sonorous
voice. He has worked in leadership positions most of his adult life, as university teacher,
union organiser, Scouts Master and, more recently, founder and manager of the Driver
Mentoring program (DMP) at LocalHouse. ‘You know, ever since I was twenty,’ he told me,
‘I’ve been involved, either professionally or [voluntarily] with other people.’ He explained
that he loves the challenge of organising people towards fulfilling a particular task. But also,
he said, ‘there’s always been an interest in otherness. […] you know. Other cultures. Other
human experiences’ (emphasis added).
He was first drawn to LocalHouse, he told me, ‘because it was not too rigid.’ ‘I was all
done with fighting bureaucracy,’ he said. ‘I have worked in bureaucracy all my life, and I was
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always pushing the edges’ (emphasis added). Over his professional career, he had become
comfortable with relational conflict and ambiguity, often working ‘outside’ existing structures
in order to achieve something he believed to be important—even if this meant sometimes
bending or breaking rules. He explained to me that too much structure prevents the
development of ‘real’ human connections, a tension he described as the ‘Two Ps’: ‘There are
“people” on one side […] and “paper” on the other.’ Too much of the latter, he explained,
distances us from the former—mirroring Gill’s (2016) arguments about bureaucratic modes
of organisation and the production of moral distance. David found that, in LocalHouse, he
could extend a hand to people in his community and work on his own project, without being
constrained by the rigid, risk-adverse governance structures so common today.
David tells me he is very proud of the DMP, which he started in 2010 after he saw car
mobility was a major obstacle in people making Wattle City home. When I asked about the
nature of the relationships with the driving students, he described them as ‘task-oriented’ and
‘functional.’ ‘When they get their Red P’s,’49 he explained, ‘that relationship is usually
finished.’ As Karen also explained, the lines of the DMP were clear: to obtain a driver’s
licence. And once this was achieved, the mentor-student-car arrangement typically ended.

5.1 A labyrinth of wombat burrows
But while the majority of his efforts at LocalHouse have involved running the DMP, it
was clear the greatest joy comes from the time he and his wife spends with a Burmese family
of two parents and their four kids through LocalHouse’s Family Mentoring Program (FMP).
When I asked what it had been like volunteering in the FMP, he described the
arrangement as one of finding oneself ‘suddenly [in] a labyrinth of wombat burrows.’ There
were so many things the family needed assistance with, so much that was strange to them in
their new city. He’d been involved in helping with a whole range of everyday tasks: teaching
them to drive, reading their mail, looking for work or helping with problems at work,
applying for citizenship—even paying for one of their children’s schooling expenses. He
described this movement towards something more informal, intimate, relational—what I’ve
been describing as ‘molecular’—in this way: ‘So it’s a funnel,’ he told me, making an inverted
triangle motion with his hands. ‘You sort of start there, and you end up with a whole range of
emotional, social, family, financial, legal issues.’

49

This is the name given to the Provisional drivers licence in Australia.
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5.2 I’m sort of part of the family
Like both Karen and Barbara, this close, complex, largely unplanned engagement with
the family had led to a qualitative transformation in their relationship, wherein a shift had
taken place at the level of subjectivity. And like Karen and Barbara, David too described their
relationship in terms of friendship and family—a becoming-friend, or becoming-family. ‘And
now I can wander down [to their house], go in the back door, kick off my shoes, and I’m sort
of part of the family,’ he told me. ‘Because they don’t have any grandfathers here,’ he
explained, ‘they see me as a grandfather.’ For David, this shift was marked by changes at
both emotional and material registers. ‘You know, the wife has a psychological problem,’ he
explained by way of example. ‘So they will sometimes come and have a chat to me about that
when things get really low. And they feel free to call me anytime if they have an issue or a
problem. That they’re comfortable in doing that,’ he said. The arrangement has opened both
temporally (‘call me anytime’) and spatially (‘go in the back door’), and includes intimate
expressions of emotional disclosure—a whole new ethology. In this way, he explains, ‘It
becomes more a friendship type basis rather than a sense of dependency.’ There was a sense
of mutuality that was not present in what he described as the more ‘functional’ and ‘taskorientated’ mentor-student relations developed as a driver mentor.
When I asked if this shift surprised him, he explained that, for him, there was no preexisting shape the arrangement should take, because there was no way to know before the
fact what work needed doing. ‘We [family mentor volunteers] do what we think is
appropriate,’ he told me. He had a task that was very broad—helping a family make a new
place home—and did as much as he could (or wanted to) to make that happen. As Simandan
(2018) argues, surprise only arises when expectations are refuted. So, when I asked David if
he had found himself doing things he didn’t expect, he replied that, no, he had what he
repeatedly described as ‘an open frame.’ He was comfortable in this ambiguity of the role, in
engaging in a more molecular arrangement that didn’t necessarily have clear limits, or a clear
territory, or a clear form of molar categorisation. ‘At the end of the day,’ he said, ‘fifty years
of working with people, doing teaching and other things, prepares you for it. You don’t get
too many surprises.’

5.3 The intermezzo
It appears that it is not inevitable that molecular arrangements—as working relations of
ideas, practices and materials that lack clear semiotic extension—will be experienced as
uncomfortable or overwhelming. Far from being just a ‘mentor,’ David has become a friend,
or perhaps even a grandfather—though certainly an ‘unusual’ one (Ghorashi, 2017). While
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this mutation in the caring-self parallels those of Karen and Barbara, unlike their accounts,
this largely ambiguous, molecular shift towards something much more ‘friendly’ and ‘familial’
creates for David no real anxiety. He appears to have a clear sense of his caring-self, even
while it might lack stable semiotic expression. He doesn’t require the ‘illusion’ of molarity for
the assemblage to be sustainable (Buchanan, 2017); in fact, it appears he desires it—as he
said, he is ‘done with bureaucracy.’ For David, the language of family and friendship is
adequate enough to capture what he has become. He isn’t expecting these molar articulations
to neatly fit the more intensive, molecular arrangements of being a ‘friend’ and becoming, in
his words, ‘sort of part of the family.’ He is instead more comfortable occupying a space that
does not have a clear code-territory complex; he is happy to play in what Deleuze and
Guattari call the ‘intermezzo’—in the midst of things, without set limits.

6.0

Closing: care in-decision

LocalHouse’s 2017 annual review explains that, through the organisation’s various programs
and services, ‘many [relationships] grow into enduring friendships of mutual personal
support extending well beyond the limited [LocalHouse] volunteer role.’ As I argued in
Chapter 4, LocalHouse provides the ‘ground’ upon which these kinds of movements might
take place, and it differentiates itself from other settlement services precisely because of this
emphasis on this notion of what lies ‘beyond’ only formal relations of care (see Kathiravelu &
Bunnell, 2017).
In this chapter, drawing on Deleuze and Guattari’s analytics of lines, I’ve attempted to
trace what happens in the movement of what I’ve broadly conceived as ‘becoming-friend.’
The narrative arc of each vignette was similar. First, an initial arrangement was agreed upon
that sets up a territory that is more or less clear, involving formalised subject positions of
tutor, driver mentor, family mentor, and so on. These constitute the virtual lines of rigid
segmentarity—those lines with easily legible and fairly consistent code-territory complexes,
which separate this thing from that, and lay out everything in advance. Molar lines work by
setting up expectations; they produce a caring-self with clearly defined limits.
But, underneath, there was much more going on. Evidently not everything follows a
molar line; there are always other intensive affects and other extensive movements. In the
absence of external, organisational plans to maintain these kinds of molar territories,
volunteers and refugee community members largely negotiated what the working
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arrangement should look like: which movements, words and affects should be allowed, which
repressed, and which abandoned.
And so each arrangement underwent a becoming-molecular. There was an infiltration
of what I described in the last chapter as ‘cosmic forces,’ or what Guattari calls the
‘pregnancy function.’ The material, discursive, affective and temporal registers of ‘friendshipbased support,’ in a sense, ‘pulled’ each molar arrangement towards something more
molecular. Being together, in one others’ homes, experiencing joys and frustrations, making
more or less spontaneous negotiations around what the arrangement should be, the molar
arrangements began to mutate into something significantly more complex, ethologically
unbridled and unpredictable: Karen and Mary move from the confines of the car to inside
Mary’s home, leading Karen to ‘become involved in [her] life’; David kicks off his shoes and
walks in the backdoor of the family’s house unannounced; Barbara takes Emily to the city for
dinner and a theatre show, experiencing intense ‘thrills’ together. The discursive limits of the
arrangements, too, begin to shift: Barbara and Emily become increasingly frank in their
conversations; the Burmese woman talks to David about her sadness; Mary tells Karen that
she loves her. Meanwhile their emotional capacities expanded greatly: the mutual care and
joy Barbara and Emily share; the trust David develops with the family; the love Mary
expresses for Karen. And in each case, there was a breakdown in the temporal ‘punctuality’
of the arrangements (Merriman, 2018). Encounters become less regular, more unpredictable.
David receives a distressed call in the middle of the night; Barbara no longer knows when she
should take Emily home; and no longer does Karen meet with Mary for just an hour twice
weekly. The limits of caring-self have been exceeded and it’s no longer so evident where they
might lay.
Lines of more supple segmentarity are now clearly at play. They are now occupying a
more molecular arrangement where nothing is at all clear. They’ve instead descended into
what David described vividly as the ‘wombat burrow’ or, as Catherine described it earlier, ‘a
very murky pond’—or what Deleuze and Guattari call the Body without Organs. They didn’t
know what movements to make, what words to use, what things to feel. The steps have not
been laid out in advance. They are without stable ground, or in the midst of conjuring a new
one from the Earth.
It is at this point of increasing bodily inconsistency that volunteer accounts begin to
differentiate. Each volunteer articulated a different affective sense of occupying this nowmolecular territory. In each case, they engaged in a process of coming to understand their
own limits—and sought to either maintain them or produce different ones. It seems that
when the limits of the self are unknown, the limits of care, too, are unknown. On the one
hand, David appeared to have no problem telling me what happened. He seemed
unperturbed by it all, as he had what he described as ‘an open frame.’ The becoming132
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molecular of the mentor-student arrangement was reterritorialised onto familiar categories of
‘grandfather’ and ‘friend,’ indicating that a stable territory had been achieved—or achieved
well-enough for now.
But we evidently seek molar arrangements to different degrees, we have different
‘thresholds of sustainability’ (Braidotti, 2006, p. 137). While this blurring of formal and
informal, or public and private, relations of care can certainly bring about mutual joys, it can
also be experienced as confusing and overwhelming (Atkinson et al., 2011; Bowlby, 2012;
Evers, 2010; McKie et al., 2002).
Barbara and Karen also found themselves amidst an arrangement that lacked
consistency. But instead of expressing joy and comfort occupying this molecular space, they
both described a desire for a sense of certainty that the arrangement was no longer providing.
For Karen, she didn’t want it to ‘take over’ her life—for the limits of care to expand beyond
the visible horizon. She recognised that if she did indeed become Mary’s ‘surrogate mother,’
an entirely different caring-self would be at play: different regimes of responsibility and
obligation would arise, which she was unwilling to accept. And so, as the arrangement began
to lose its ‘set parameters,’ she sought to repress the unwilling becoming and produce a more
discrete territory—what she described as ‘driving friends.’ In contrast, Barbara clearly valued
and desired the affective joys circulating between her and Emily. She wanted to be a
grandmother (of a kind). But, as she also explained, the arrangement kept bumping up
against external limits, other familial and cultural boundaries, other already-existing
assemblages of care. In this context, Barbara lacked an adequate virtual model to give
consistency to the arrangement and, ultimately, she too decided to end it.
These three vignettes animate three very different responses to molecularising
movements in care: David embraces the becoming, Karen represses it, and Barbara ends it.
The similar arc of these accounts reflects the ideological vision of LocalHouse: to
facilitate friendly encounters between more established Wattle City residents and more recent
arrivals. But how is friendship—a heterogeneous, amorphous, complex kind of relation—
actually achieved? There is no general formula or diagram to be followed (Amrith, 2018),
and LocalHouse certainly doesn’t provide one. But it seems that it is along molecular lines
that there exist prospects for living differently (McCormack, 2007), opportunities for
producing more inclusive and equitable urban arrangements (Cronin, 2014; Ghorashi,
2017). LocalHouse seeks to enable these kinds of heterogeneous and largely improvised
encounters, rather than totally choreographed ones. This absence of organisational rules and
structures is not a ‘lack’ on the part of the organisation. Rather, the decision to not lay
everything out in advance is itself a politics, guided by what Askins might call a
‘transformative politics of encounter’ (2015, p. 473). The hope is that, through this
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becoming-molecular, something significantly more improvised and mutually joyful might
emerge—an unusual friendship, or perhaps a new kind of family.
Volunteers are engaging in the ethological ethics proposed by Spinoza, as described by
Deleuze: ‘organizing good encounters, composing actual relations, forming powers,
experimenting’ (1988, p. 119). They are playing around with new arrangements, breaking off
those that appear to cause a reduction in their power to act, embracing and affirming those
that appear to increase it. They are working towards the production of a semi-stable
arrangement of performances, ideas and emotions that enable and delimit their capacity and
responsibility to care for others. This is a process of developing what Spinoza describes as
‘adequate ideas’ of their affects: actively pursuing joys, avoiding sadness.
But without external instruction, it is also inevitable that others will not know the
steps—or will not create new ones—and will get lost in the movement. An assemblage always
asks: how much are you willing to give? Ultimately, an arrangement can fail because it is not
desired; if people feel they have reached a limit beyond which they cannot or will not venture.
There are always these kinds of virtual limits to care, these delimitations of the caring-self.
Where they lay is never entirely predetermined, however. Instead they are always in the
process of being immanently produced and, at times, exceeded. Care is always in-decision; we
are always arriving at an agreement of what care should look like.
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There’s spontaneity, there’s flexibility, there’s engagement.
As opposed to personal safety and legal ramifications.
—David, 2017, LocalHouse volunteer.
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1.0

The transition

My period of fieldwork corresponded with major organisational changes. The longanticipated retirement of LocalHouse’s founders, Carol and Alan, had been announced.
They’d registered the organisation as a charitable non-profit in 2005—around the time they’d
retired from their paid professional work—and had since then almost singlehandedly
managed and operated LocalHouse, all voluntarily. They were, unequivocally, the ‘backbone’
of the organisation. ‘LocalHouse would not be sustainable if my husband and I stopped
investing about 60 hours a week,’ Carol explained in a blog post in 2013. ‘It’s unreasonable
to expect anybody to pick up that workload,’ she added.
Consequentially, a paid executive role was created to succeed their leadership position.
The shift from volunteer to salaried leadership initiated a range of consequential changes in
the organisation. In what was widely described as the ‘Transition,’ a much more formalised,
professionalised iteration of LocalHouse was developed. A skilled management team was
assembled to develop a ‘strategic plan’ that would see LocalHouse transition from a ‘charity’
model to a ‘social enterprise’ model. The central purpose of the plan was to attract
‘sustainable’ funding for the organisation. This involved a complete overhaul and
professionalisation of the volunteer program: from essentially having no codified structure, to
the construction of a comprehensive program that included role descriptions, induction
sessions, training programs, reporting procedures, and so on—a whole new program of
operation.
The Transition generated great uncertainty. When the Carol and Alan announced their
retirement in a 2015 newsletter, the then-president described it as ‘a critical time in
[LocalHouse’s] evolution’. There was a general sense of anxiety about what was going to
happen. The founders’ retirement was a subject of concern among management and
volunteers; it was discussed constantly in person, organisational materials and local news
media. There were fears that the change might lead to the ‘end’ of LocalHouse as it was then
known. Would LocalHouse survive? And, if it did, what would it look like? Would it continue
to have the same ‘informal,’ ‘friendly’ or ‘family’ feel? Or would it become more like the
decidedly more impersonal, standardised local government resettlement agencies?
In this third analytical chapter, I seek to bring some of the concerns of the previous two
chapters more closely together by unpacking in detail the relationship between the territorial
refrain of LocalHouse and the arrangements of care and subjectivity it ultimately guides into
being. I draw on a range of materials, including volunteer interviews and organisational
materials, such as annual reports, newsletters, and website posts, to develop understandings
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of how this new emphasis on attracting sustainable funding might lead to changes among the
caring arrangements between volunteers and refugees. In particular, I focus on, on the one
hand, the ‘professionalisation’ of LocalHouse and, on the other, what I have been describing
as the ‘caring-self.’ To this end, I ask: What changes did the Transition effect at the
ethological registers of care and subjectivity?
In the next section, I sketch out the literature that places the Transition in its political
and economic context, demonstrating that this movement towards ‘sustainable funding’
models is mirrored across third-sector organisations. I then introduce Deleuze and Guattari’s
notion of ‘axiomatisation’—the process by which arrangements become increasingly
structured by rules rather than values—as a way of understanding both the organisational
changes occurring in LocalHouse and the consequences these might have for the caring-self.
I argue that the Transition involved a movement from a values-based towards an axiombased mode of organisation: it underwent a becoming-axiomatic. The personal values of
volunteers and refugees became less important, and were instead substituted by axioms in the
form of predetermined rules, codes of conduct, and models of behaviour, which were
materialised through the introduction of various managerial technologies (paperwork,
software, handbooks, and so on).
Based on this conceptualisation, I offer three arguments concerning the Transition’s
relation to the caring-self. I first chart how the axiomatised differentiation and codification of
roles worked to delimit the caring-selves of volunteers in ways they experienced as frustrating
(what Spinoza describes as ‘sadness’). This ‘frustration,’ I argue, demonstrates the operation
of newly introduced Abstract Machines that redirected the organisation to begin ‘solving’ a
different set of problems. The following two arguments, however, complicate the idea that
axiomatisation is only delimiting of care. On the one hand, I discuss how axiomatisation was
in fact often desired by volunteers and, significantly, was understood as enabling the
emergence of arrangements of care in otherwise difficult encounters. On the other, I explore
how axiomatisation was differentially effected across the organisation, as LocalHouse made
conscious, strategic decisions to ‘make space’ for the more experimental forms of valuesbased care described in Chapter 5.
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2.0

The geographies of thirdsector restructuring

LocalHouse’s Transition was far from unprecedented. As Morison notes, the politically
‘optimistic’ account of the third sector construes it as ‘the only possible solution to a range of
problems […] which are outside the reach of state bureaucracy and beyond the interests of the
private sector’ (2000, p. 105, emphasis added). In this quite conventional reading of
volunteering, civic organisations play an important social function in, on the one hand,
meeting the needs of diverse and often under-serviced social groups and, on the other,
fostering both direct forms of democratic participation and the production of progressive
citizen-subjects (Eliasoph, 2013).
However, work across the social sciences has documented and identified variously the
formalisation, professionalisation, bureaucratisation and neoliberalisation of third sector
organisations (Carey et al., 2009; Milligan, 2007; Milligan & Fyfe, 2004; A. Power & Hall,
2017). The sector has undergone significant reform and restructuring over the last few
decades, raising concerns that it no longer clearly works ‘beyond’ the interests of the State
and private capital (A. Power & Hall, 2017). Most significantly, guided by the rise of ‘New
Public Management’ approaches to welfare provision (O’Flynn, 2007), there has been a
dramatic redistribution of responsibility for public welfare, with many welfare areas—
including migrant settlement support (Erickson, 2012; Sampson, 2016)—being transferred
from the state to these kinds of non-profit organisations (Milligan & Fyfe, 2004, 2005). The
most potent articulation of this welfare reform came from the UK’s 1997 ‘New Labour’
government, which explicitly aimed to combine neoliberal policy with elements of ‘neocommunitarianism.’ The central premise was that the ‘localism’ of non-profit organisations
meant they were better placed than state bodies to respond effectively and flexibly to local
needs (A. Williams, Cloke, & Thomas, 2012). Ostensibly, this reform intended to fulfil the
‘promise’ of the third sector (as described by Morison, 2000), by supposedly ‘filling the gaps’
between the private and public sectors while also leading to a ‘reinvigoration of civic life’
(Fyfe, 2005).
But this redistribution of responsibility for social welfare had significant impacts on the
material forms and ideological expressions of the third sector. As early as the start of the
1990s, Knight (1993) noted an apparent ‘divorce’ between two kinds of third sector
organisations: between what might be considered more ‘traditional,’ grassroots voluntary
associations, and much more ‘formalised,’ ‘professionalised,’ corporatist organisations—a
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divorce often described as the ‘bifurcation’ of the third sector (Cloke et al., 2007; Fyfe, 2005;
Jenkins, 2005).
One of the principle material drivers of this bifurcation has been the increasing
importance of competitive and ‘tied’ funding arrangements for non-profit service provision
(Fyfe & Milligan, 2003a, 2003b). For most non-profits, funds are a necessary but scarce
resource, and competition among non-profit and private sector organisations is often
correspondingly fierce. ‘As a consequence, non-profit organisations are forced to re-examine
how they operate in order to compete successfully,’ Skinner and Rosenberg explain (2005, p.
115). And as a result, as Milligan and Fyfe (2005, p. 421) note, ‘large voluntary associations
are now under financial and management pressures similar to those that shape capitalist
corporations.’
In many cases, the reliance on competitive funds has led to significant changes in
organisational aim, structure, and internal dynamics. In a race to become commercially
‘competitive’ and successfully secure these generally scant funding contracts, a significant
segment of the third sector has undergone its own internal restructuring, moving towards
increasingly ‘formalised’ and ‘professionalised’ modes of organisation (Carey et al., 2009;
MacKenzie, Forde, & Ciupijus, 2012; Rochester, Paine, Howlett, & Zimmeck, 2010).
Formalisation, most generally, is the process through which an organisation moves from a
relatively horizontal, democratic, fluid structure, towards an increasingly rigid hierarchy of
authority, producing a standardisation of roles, responsibilities and activities (Milligan &
Fyfe, 2005). On the other hand, professionalisation is the increasing acceptance and
utilisation of outside ‘professional’ knowledges, practices and technologies, with managers,
Human Resources, marketing and so forth taking a far more prominent role within these
organisations (Rochester et al., 2010).
The literature points towards two major consequences of this formalisation and
professionalisation that will be most useful in understanding LocalHouse’s Transition.
First, the professionalisation of voluntary organisations can lead to what is often called
‘goal displacement’ (MacKenzie et al., 2012). Voluntary organisations tend to be
ideologically heterogeneous, attending to the needs and desires of various under-serviced
social groups, producing new ways of being and doing, often working in direct tension to the
will of the state or private capital (Morison, 2000). Through professionalisation, however, a
kind of ideological shift can occur, where organisational survival eclipses the organisation’s
original substantive purpose. Jenkins (2005, p. 616, emphasis added) describes
professionalisation as ‘a global move towards a one size fits all approach, whereby local
geographical and cultural knowledge is eschewed in favour of a technical managerial
approach implemented by “experts”.’ By applying the ‘professional’ knowledges, techniques
and metrics that funding bodies tend to require, organisations often lose the capacity to
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determine their own ideological objectives (A. Williams et al., 2012). Analysing the adoption
of these kinds of professional managerial technologies within American migrant support
organisations MacKenzie et al. (2012, p. 641, emphasis added) write that ‘[w]hilst they did
provide the resources to allow the support group to sustain itself over time and to develop
and to gain a higher profile […] accessing such funds necessarily also entailed meeting a
specific set of externally imposed goals and objectives, thus reinforcing the organisational
formalisation.’ In short, in seeking financial sustainability, there risks adopting a blinkered
focus on securing funding rather than achieving any original, substantive goals—a shift that
sits at direct odds with the ostensible purpose of the third sector, as described by Morison
(2000).
Second, while the ‘optimistic’ account of voluntarism positions civic activity as
productive of heterogeneous, democratic and progressive citizen-subjects, professionalisation
instead tends towards producing stable, standardised, and already-known subjects with a
delimited range of affects (Cloke et al., 2007; Fyfe, 2005; Milligan & Fyfe, 2005). Fyfe
(2005) has described the differential subjects that tend to be produced through ‘grassroots’
and ‘corporatist’ volunteer organisations. By maximising volunteer input, he suggests, the
former become ‘closely associated with the development of active citizenship’ (2005, p. 550)
(emphasis added). In these less-formalised organisations, agency tends to be more
horizontally distributed, and a collective sense of ownership and responsibility is often
fostered among both volunteers and service users: these are what Hodgeson (2006, p. 16)
calls ‘agent sensitive institutions.’ In contrast, Fyfe explains, corporatist voluntary
organisations ‘are characterised by hierarchical, bureaucratic structures with an internal
division of labour between managers, welfare professionals and volunteers’ (2005, p. 550).
These structures tend to produce delimited subjects and more ‘passive’ forms of citizenship.
In this way, the ‘professionalised’ organisation tends to assemble more ‘sanitised’ forms of
volunteering (Rochester et al., 2010) and more rigidly codified subjects, such as ‘client’ and
‘volunteer’, precluding the possibility of the kinds of mutually negotiated, experimental, and
spontaneously-emergent subjects discussed in Chapters 4 and 5. As Milligan and Fyfe (2005)
argue, professionalisation through standardisation can lead to ‘volunteer displacement,’ in
which there is ‘less room’ for people to become volunteers who do not fit this pre-existing
and predetermined mould.
For these reasons, rather than operating as a space of genuinely alterity or experimental
subjectivity, there are concerns that the voluntary sector has become what Wolch (1989, p.
201) calls a ‘shadow state apparatus.’ While volunteer organisations have proliferated in
response to the ‘roll-back’ of state welfare, through competitive funding arrangements they
have in fact become an extension of state governance (Fyfe, 2005). Through tied funding
contracts, voluntary organisations become not a vehicle for experimentation, but ‘increased
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state control of social life’ (Fyfe & Milligan, 2003a, p. 401). And because the dominant
ideology today—at least in English-speaking countries such as Australia, the UK and the
USA—is what is generally referred to as ‘neoliberalism,’ scholars have argued processes of
formalisation and professionalisation are a direct extension of neoliberal forms of
governmentality. Bondi and Laurie (2005) most emphatically link the professionalisation of
the third sector with this ‘roll-out’ of neoliberal governance. Through processes of
professionalisation, they argue, neoliberal capital exerts a standardising force on the voluntary
sector; it impresses and enforces a particular arrangement of rationalities that emphasise
‘impact’ in the form of measurable outputs, ‘value for money,’ and ‘return on investment,’
rather than any kind of progressive, transformative or redistributive goals (Jenkins, 2005; A.
Williams et al., 2012; A. Williams, Goodwin, & Cloke, 2014). In this way, third-sector
organisations can become ‘little platoons’ that work ‘in service of neoliberal goals’ (Peck &
Tickell, 2002, p. 390).

3.0

Thinking professionalisation
as axiomatisation

Surveying the social sciences literature on third sector restructuring, it’s clear that the
situation in which LocalHouse found itself in 2015 was not particularly unique. Instead, the
challenge presented by the retirement of its founders, in the form of a forced renegotiation
with funding capital, has been mirrored across the sector.50 And the concerns that were
frequently raised—about whether LocalHouse would retain its particular rhythmic
consistency, whether it would lose its ‘family’ feel, and so forth—are likewise documented
across this literature through the concepts of ‘goal’ (MacKenzie et al., 2012) and ‘volunteer
displacement’ (Milligan & Fyfe, 2005).
Through the Transition, as I will show in this chapter, LocalHouse unequivocally
underwent the twin processes of formalisation and professionalisation, and to great
consequence. However, in understanding these changes, I will suggest we can think through
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Indeed, in their study on a similar kind of community-based migrant support organisation,
MacKenzie, Ford and Ciupijus (2012, p. 644) explained the organisation’s founder ‘provided
strategic vision, focus and dynamism that were important to sustainability and to not losing sight
of the group’s original substantive goals.’ The founder—with their passion, focus and dedication—
allowed the organisation to ‘fend off’ the homogenising pressures of competitive funding
arrangements.
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another, and perhaps more ontologically primary process—what I will refer to, following
Deleuze and Guattari, as ‘axiomatisation’ (1987, p. 454).
In both volumes of Capitalism and Schizophrenia (1983, 1987), Deleuze and Guattari
talk about different modes of organisation; radically different ways in which assemblages
might be organised.51 They describe the first as a ‘values-based’ mode of organisation. This is
a mode of organisation in which people come together to achieve something because of the
beliefs and values that they hold. Here, an arrangement becomes ‘machinic’ because the
actors, in some sense, believe something should happen; because they share values- or beliefsin-common. These beliefs and values do not need to align exactly, they just need to hold
together well-enough that a working arrangement might emerge. This mode of organisation
aligns most closely with the ‘grassroots’ organisations identified by geographers—those
organisations with relatively ‘flattened,’ flexible structures, in which decision-making is
distributed, in which roles and responsibilities are not entirely predetermined, but instead
emerge more immanently in response to constantly differentiating circumstances.
The second mode is what Deleuze and Guattari refer to as ‘axiomatic.’ This mode of
organisation is irreducibly, qualitatively different to the last. For Deleuze and Guattari, an
axiom is a rule that does not require belief; a rule which is insensitive to value. Instead,
axioms ‘are what appear self evident and without need of justification,’ Saldanha explains
(2017, p. 73). They act as Abstract Machines that have attempted to ‘transcend’ the plane of
immanence, and which then seek to determine the emergence of actual assemblages. In this
model of organisation, the arrangement holds together through molar stabilisations of
predetermined codes, categories, diagrams of behaviour, formal procedures—all matter of
pre-existing plans. These modes of organisation align most closely with what are described as
the ‘corporatist’ form of voluntary organisation. The purest realisation of the axiomatic
organisation is the bureaucracy, in which all parts, their functions and relations are known
and laid out in advance, producing what Saldanha describes as ‘an impersonal, seemingly
incontestable program’ (2017, p. 73). And like the bureaucracy described by Bauman
(1989), axiomatic assemblages require not moral or even immoral actors, but amoral ones:
punctilious functionaries capable of fulfilling predetermined plans with minimal fuss.
Heterogeneous values, improvised performances, and ambiguous affects would merely inhibit
the smooth functioning of an axiomatic assemblage (Gill, 2016).52
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1987).

See, in particular, their chapter ‘7000 B.C.: Apparatus of Capture’ (Deleuze & Guattari,
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‘Precision, speed, unambiguity, knowledge of files, continuity, discretion, unity, strict
subordination, reduction of friction and of material and personal costs—these are raised to the
optimum point in the strictly bureaucratic administration,’ Max Weber writes (1948, quoted in Gill,
2016).
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Throughout the remainder of this chapter, I chart some of the organisational changes
brought about through LocalHouse’s renegotiation with funding capital, arguing that the
Transition was marked by a definitive becoming-axiomatic. The bulk of this analysis focuses
on the ethological consequences of this shift—that is, what becoming-axiomatic meant for the
affective, material and discursive arrangements of subjectivity and care achieved among
volunteers and refugees.

4.0

The strategic plan

The retirement of the founders rapidly catalysed sweeping changes to the management,
operation, and organisational structure of LocalHouse. As co-founder Carol anticipated, the
role could not be filled by a volunteer; it was too onerous and difficult. Instead, and to great
consequence, the new role of Executive Officer would be a salaried position, filled by
someone with proven, professional experience in humanitarian welfare in third-sector
organisations. This meant LocalHouse would inevitably become significantly more resource
intensive.
Leading up to the handover of executive power, a new management committee was
formed with the task of ‘ensur[ing] financial and operational stability to meet the needs of the
community [LocalHouse] serves,’ a newsletter explained. This committee was comprised of
members with extensive professional experience in business, management, marketing and
fundraising. Their first major task involved the development of a ‘strategic plan’ to take
LocalHouse into the future. This plan laid out the steps through which LocalHouse was to
achieve ‘sustainable’ operations by 2020 and, as an organisational report explained, ‘[t[his
required infrastructure strengthening at strategic, organisational and operational levels.’ This
high-level strategic document described the processes through which LocalHouse would
achieve ‘sustainability’—primarily, of the financial kind—through moving towards a more
formalised, professionalised and, consequently, ‘risk adverse’ organisation.
The plan outlined several major objectives. In this section, I discuss in detail two of
these, drawing out some of the changes and challenges they effected in organisational
structure, management and operation: first, the new focus on securing ‘sustainable’ funding
and the corresponding intensification of new economic rationalities; and second, the
(re)organisation and codification of organisational activities, particularly in respect to the
management of volunteers. I show, following Fyfe and Milligan (2003b), that the Transition
can be understood as a movement from a ‘grassroots’ organisation, towards a ‘corporatist’
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one; and I argue LocalHouse’s renegotiation with funding capital instigated a becomingaxiomatic.

4.1 Sustainable development and growth
The first objective of the strategic plan was to achieve what it described as ‘sustainable
development and growth.’ Most significantly, this involved, as explained in the 2017 annual
review report, ‘mov[ing] from a funding base reliant on public donations and small singleyear project grants towards more diverse income streams and flexible multi-year funding.’
LocalHouse’s past dependence on what were described as ‘small grants, public donations and
volunteer resources’ afforded incredible organisational flexibility, autonomy and
responsiveness (MacKenzie et al., 2012). As David, volunteer and former president of
LocalHouse, explained in the last chapter, LocalHouse ‘can do what it likes. If [Carol] wants
to run a surfing program, she runs a surfing program.’ This flexibility was facilitated through
the voluntary labour of a handful of core, hardworking staff (most significantly its
indefatigable founders), a large pool of casual volunteers, and the concession that things were
not always going to go as planned.
But this intermittent small grant funding was no longer seen as a viable option for the
new, more resource-intensive iteration of LocalHouse. To successfully move from the
previous ‘charity’ model, which lacked a core team of paid staff and relied almost exclusively
on voluntary labour, to a ‘social enterprise’ model,53 whereby core management and
operational responsibilities were formally delegated to professionally-staffed and salaried
positions, the management committee estimated LocalHouse needed to more than double its
current income.54 Securing this new kind of funding was often described as the organisation’s
‘biggest challenge.’
Funding is a scarce resource in the non-profit sector; to obtain it, LocalHouse must
clearly demonstrate ‘good value’ against other organisations competing for the same limited
pot of funding. To do this, the strategic plan stipulated the organisation needed to strengthen
its overall organisational governance, to assemble a team of core management and
operational staff, and to compile an ‘evidence base’ of its activities and ‘impacts.’ In short, it

53

Social enterprises are often described as ‘businesses with social goals,’ in which surplus
profit is generally reinvested towards meeting organisational objectives.
54
Here we see a kind of self-fulfilling relationship between organisational form and
funding—what Brown (1997, p. 116) describes as the ‘paradox of the shadow state.’ To be
‘sustainable,’ an organisation must attract ongoing, reliable funding; but to attract this kind of
competitive funding, an organisation must ‘professionalise,’ greatly increasing organisational
costs.
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involved the formalisation and professionalisation of operations, on the one hand, and the
quantification of activities and outcomes on the other.

4.2 Axiomatising the volunteer program
The second strategic objective, then, was to ‘develop and support communities.’ This
involved, the plan explained, ‘expanding and enhancing’ the organisation’s ‘core programs,’
developing a ‘robust volunteer management program,’ and working to engage more closely
with both the refugee and wider community. The most significant of these changes was to the
‘volunteer program.’
All LocalHouse activities rely heavily on the labour of volunteers; they were frequently
described as the organisation’s ‘most valuable resource.’ However, there had never been a
formal volunteer program to recruit, train and manage volunteers.55 After the announcement
of the strategic plan, LocalHouse secured a pot of funding to develop what was described as
‘a robust volunteer management framework.’ This process was thus facilitated by the creation
of a paid ‘volunteer coordinator’ position in mid-2016, subsequently filled by someone who
had extensive experience working as volunteer coordinator in other organisations. The new
volunteer framework, as the coordinator explained in a blog post, was ‘about ensuring that
volunteers have everything they need to succeed in their roles providing front-line support to
people from refugee backgrounds.’ They explained that the ‘new approach is in line with
leading practice in volunteer management and takes care to maintain the flexible and
personal touch that is part of who we are and what we do.’
The new volunteer framework was comprised of three major components, each
introducing technologies of organisation not before used in LocalHouse.
First, there was a formalisation of volunteer roles and responsibilities, which worked, at
the broadest level of categorisation, to differentiate clearly between the management team,
operational team, and various on-the-ground volunteer roles. This was done through, first,
developing standardised ‘role descriptions’ and ‘briefing materials’ for all programs, which
included descriptive overviews of the organisation and the program(s) of interest, the duties
the role would involve, and the expectations of volunteers in terms of time-commitment, any
desired skills and experience, and expected benefits to volunteers and community members.
All conforming to a generic template, these role descriptions were to be used to inform
volunteers of what they would be expected to do and what they could be expected to
encounter. In addition, a much more comprehensive ‘volunteer handbook’ was developed—a
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Indeed, the first time I met with LocalHouse as a ‘researcher’—just before the Transition—
they did not know how many volunteers were currently active.
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broad, general volunteer document that aimed to provide information and resources a
volunteer might need in their work.56
Second, a ‘cyclical recruitment process’ was developed. This included several discrete
stages. A call out was first made for people interested in volunteering in LocalHouse’s various
programs. This occurred online—website, social media and email—and through which
potential volunteers were directed to answer questions about their background, experiences,
interests and motivations. At this stage, they were also invited to an ‘Information &
Interview’ session, the purpose of which was to provide broad background information to
attendees (in the form of a short presentation that included a short film made about
LocalHouse) and conduct short ‘interviews’ with attendees. The information provided
emphasised LocalHouse’s purpose, its ideological vision of ‘friendship-based support,’ and
explained the programs it offered to achieve these aims. While these short sessions were
intended to help inform prospective volunteers of what they could expect as a LocalHouse
volunteer, they were also used to ‘vet’ the group and ensure there was at least some high-level
ideological consistency across volunteers. At the end of these hour-long sessions, the
volunteer interviewers would debrief and provide their accounts of the prospective
volunteers—whether they thought they were an organisational ‘fit’ and, if so, in which roles.57
After this initial session, prospective volunteers were invited to join a more substantial
‘volunteer induction’ session, which provided more detail on how LocalHouse is structured,
the various programs LocalHouse offers, what they aimed to do, and what people could
expect in their involvement as volunteers. It was only after completing this second session
that prospective volunteers were formally designated their specific volunteer roles.
The third and final component of the volunteer framework consisted of keeping more
regular and detailed records of organisational activities, using specialised volunteer
management software. A volunteer log was created to take account of ‘active’ volunteers and
to include all their demographic details and volunteer activities. Moreover, for each event or
program that was run, the volunteers responsible for their operation were to keep records that
conformed to a generic template, documenting what happened, who was involved, what
resources were used, what went ‘right’ or ‘wrong,’ and so forth. These documentary practices
helped manage volunteers and their practices, while also helping LocalHouse ‘document and
56

There was an already-existing handbook, but this had been produced almost a decade
beforehand and was copied almost verbatim from another local organisation. From what I could
gather, it existed mainly because it was a legal requirement, and volunteers rarely referred to it
for assistance.
57
I attended three of these hour-long sessions, at which between ten and thirty prospective
volunteers attended. In two of these sessions, concerns were raised about the ‘fit’ of a volunteer
(because of either their motivations or temperament) and whether they should then be admitted
into the volunteer program.
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report on outcomes and impact,’ as the strategic plan explained. They embodied the new
emphasis on the quantification of volunteer labour and the recording of all matter of
noteworthy volunteer incidents.

4.3 Becoming-axiomatic
The retirement of LocalHouse’s founders clearly instigated significant changes within
LocalHouse, propelled by a movement from voluntary to salaried management, which
necessitated a new, high level, ‘strategic’ focus on securing ‘sustainable’ funding. As this kind
of ‘sustainable’ funding is highly competitive, LocalHouse had to make itself attractive to
potential funding bodies. In this way, new kinds of economic logics and rationalities were
introduced into organisational discourse and practice, bringing about qualitative
transformations in organisational structure. The organisation underwent a formalisation and
professionalisation of its activities. It was ‘transformed by […] new managerial tools’
(Jenkins, 2005, p. 613), what Fyfe describes as ‘bureaucratic restructuring’ (2005, p. 551). In
so doing, LocalHouse ultimately shifted from what Milligan and Fyfe call a ‘grassroots’
organisation to a ‘corporatist’ one, ‘characterised by hierarchical, bureaucratic structures with
an internal division of labour’ (2005, p. 421).
I want to suggest here, however, that the Transition can also be thought through
Deleuze and Guattari’s distinction between values-based and rules-based modes of
organisation. Before the Transition, LocalHouse operated relatively ‘informally,’ largely
banking on volunteers negotiating arrangements of care based on their own variegated
values—leaving care ‘in-decision’—something I discussed in detail across the previous two
chapters. This first ‘grassroots’ iteration largely eschewed dominant economic rationalities in
favour of what I have been calling ‘friendship-based support’: an arrangement of care that
seeks to remain open to the molecular lines and cosmic forces that might lead to ‘friendship,’
‘family,’ and a sense of belonging.
The new focus on sustainable funding, however, involved the implementation of what
Rochester et al. describe as ‘fairly heavy-handed, formalised, management techniques
implemented in an effort to ‘control’ volunteers, define their roles, and meet expected
standards’ (2010, p. 221). Rather than ‘informality’, a clear hierarchy of subjects was
developed. The volunteer framework acts as an axiomatic plan in which the movements of
volunteers are directed towards predetermined outcomes through producing consistent sets
of expectations (Simandan, 2018). These are, in turn, enforced by new material processes
(including information, interview and induction sessions) and mundane technologies of
control (including role descriptions, volunteer manuals, volunteer management software, and
so on).
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In this way, the strategic objective of economic ‘sustainability’ lead to a transformation
of subjectivity: it worked to create the ‘subjects’ of care it itself required. To attract funding,
LocalHouse had to produce subjects and arrangements of care that could ultimately be
documented, measured, and capitalised upon, subjects who could ultimately demonstrate
‘good value’ to potential funding bodies. Gone were the unaccounted for, the unusual, the
unruly, the unregulated, in other words, the ‘molecular’ lines and ‘cosmic’ forces I described
in previous chapters. In their place instead stands a formal, transcendental plan through
which people enact the roles they’d been designated. Rather than arrangements of care
emerging processually and immanently, through axiomatisation they are predetermined from
the outset.
The pressing question is, however: did LocalHouse lose its distinctive consistency
through this Transition?
The new LocalHouse management were acutely aware of this danger. While affirming
the need for organisational change, they also acknowledged that the challenge was ‘to do this
in a way that preserves the unique, accessible, wrap-around service for which [LocalHouse] is
recognised. And do this in a way that preserves [LocalHouse’s] culture of welcoming,’ an
newsletter explained following the founders’ retirement announcement. To this end, the
remainder of this chapter charts some of the ethological implications of axiomatisation for the
caring-self. The question here is: what can volunteer accounts tell us about what happens to
care when an organisation moves from a values-based towards a rules-based model?

5.0

Containing the caring-self

As I discuss above, social scientists have identified a range of concerns associated with the
professionalisation of the third sector, including goal displacement, volunteer displacement
and alienation, and ethical ‘distancing’ (Carey et al., 2009; Rochester et al., 2010; Stacey,
2009). In this section, I chart the accounts of two volunteers that lend support to concerns of
this kind. I argue that through instigating a rigid differentiation and specialisation of
volunteer subjects within LocalHouse, the new axiomatic mode of organisation worked to
delimit already-existing arrangements of care, which were then articulated by volunteers
through emotions of frustration and anger.
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5.1 Judith and the volunteer database
Judith is 64 years old and has been volunteering as a tutor with LocalHouse since its
founding in 2005. She was originally drawn to the organisation, she explained to me, because
it seemed to share her values for caring for others and caring for community. ‘A lot of the
volunteers are not doing it because they belong to the church or anything,’ she told me, ‘but
just out of a sense of community.’
In the beginning, Judith and two of her girlfriends tutored high school students through
the homework help program held at the city library—it was a weekly outing they all enjoyed
partaking together. But she soon found her skills and experience as a tertiary educator were
better suited to more focused, intensive, one-on-one tutoring with university students. For
the last few years, she has been tutoring from her home, over an hour’s drive from Wattle
City, partly due to a chronic health problem that inhibits her mobility.
She described to me her current, quite flexible volunteering arrangement: ‘At this
moment, I speak regularly on the phone with my two refugees. I also email. I have a lot of
email correspondence with them. And during term I see them at least once a week. And they
tend to be long sessions, because it is a long way to up here.’ While their primary task is
generally working through university assignments, Judith has evidently negotiated
heterogeneous, complex relationships with all her students—much like those described by
volunteers in Chapter 5. She has attended their weddings, had them babysit her
granddaughter, and offered them paid work around her hobby farm. In this way, she told me,
compared with other organisations, LocalHouse is ‘much more personal. It’s more like a
parental role, I think. […] probably because you’re coming into a more personal environment’
(emphasis added). It’s clear her involvement exceeds any pre-existing volunteer diagram,
which is something that she clearly values.
The first time I met with Judith she told me that there’s a good chance LocalHouse
doesn’t even know about her. She hadn’t been to the office for over a year and hadn’t been in
contact with anyone since the founders retired. This has never seemed like a problem, she
said. The second time we met, however, about six months later, she explained that she’d
received what seemed to be an automated, mass email from LocalHouse, prompting her to
update her ‘volunteer records.’ The email had been distributed by the new volunteer
coordinator, who Judith didn’t know, and it contained instructions to fill out an online form
that was embedded within their new volunteer management software. Judith was not
immediately interested in spending time on it, she said, ‘but I thought, really, I should be on
their list of volunteers.’
However, as she went on to explain, it did not go well.
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You sit there, and you go through, and you fill out page one, and it’s laborious, and you fill
out the next page, and then you come to the page that says, ‘Your Working with Children
Number is…’ And then if you don’t know it, they give you a number to ring, which should be
simple. Well, it should be simple, if you’ve remembered to do it in business hours. So, the
first time I did it, it was not in business hours. So, I took a note of the number […] [And the
next day] I rang the number, and I couldn’t get on, could I? So, then you lose all the data
you’ve entered! (Judith’s emphasis)

Judith told me didn’t have a Working with Children Check as she didn’t ever work with
children. Moreover, she said, it would be difficult for her to obtain one because she lived
quite far from the nearest Roads and Maritime Services office—the State Government service
centre that she would need to visit to acquire one. Ultimately, as she continued to explain,
the whole experience left her feeling very frustrated and unvalued:
And so I thought, ‘This isn’t good enough.’ So I wrote an email back to whomever and said,
‘I’m a little hurt, actually, that I’ve volunteered for so long, and that you don’t make
allowances for some of your, perhaps, more elderly people, who are not as computer
literate.’

She said she felt LocalHouse used to be organised by ‘sort of, good will and humanity,
and all of that.’ But now the new management, for her, was more distant. ‘And you’re handed
over to this, you know, process on the computer where you lose the data, and you’ve got to go
through it all again, and it is extremely frustrating’ (Judith’s emphasis). While she explained it
didn’t have any real impact on her continuing as a tutor, it clearly bothered her. ‘I just said,
“Oh well, you know, the old order’s passed and the new order changes,” and so on. And it
doesn’t really matter, in the scheme of things. So, I’m not now registered as a volunteer.’

5.2 David and the hierarchy
I first introduced David in the previous chapter, where he spoke about his experience as
family mentor to a Burmese family and how he felt he’d become ‘sort of part of the family.’
David’s main volunteer role, however, is coordinator of the Driver Mentoring Program
(DMP), which he established in 2010 and has been operating ever since. I met with him
several times. Each time, he spoke frankly about the Transition at LocalHouse and was at
times openly critical of what he saw happening.
One event in particular had rankled him and dampened his spirit. During a driving test,
he told me, the driving assessor noticed LocalHouse’s DMP-branded car and, because they
hadn’t heard of the program, asked if the car was from a driving school. David explained that
it was not a driving school, but a mentoring program for refugees. The driving instructor must
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have still suspected they were operating as an unlicensed school, David explained, because
LocalHouse management soon received a call from a compliance investigator from Roads
and Maritime Services. ‘And immediately,’ David told me, ‘[The Executive Officer] called
[the president], and they closed the programme down.’ The DMP would be suspended until
the investigator had met with LocalHouse and confirmed it wasn’t operating as an unlicensed
school.
The problem for David, however, was that he was notified after the DMP was already
suspended.
And I thought, ‘Whew, aye, I’m the manager of the program, you know? And you haven’t
asked me to be there as a resource person when this dude comes down?’ [The response
from LocalHouse management was:] ‘Oh, this is policy. You’re operations.’ I thought, this
stuff, like, you would not believe. (David’s emphasis)

David was totally nonplussed. He had trouble believing he had been left out of the
decision-making process because of the newly implemented organisational hierarchy. He told
me it pushed him to the edge of leaving the program altogether.
And I went to the president. I said, ‘Look, you know, if you want people to be volunteers
and you want people to take responsibility, involve them in the decision-making. Don’t
treat them like a fucking low-level employee.’ You know? I’m an educated person. I have
run this programme without drama or financial crisis for the last eight years, and then you
exclude me when you need to deal with someone in government? I said, ‘That's crazy.’ [The
president] says, ‘Oh, I’m sorry, I’ll make a call.’ I was ready to take the keys to the car,
throw it on [the EO’s] desk and say, ‘There’s ten minutes left on the parking metre
outside.’

David, who has experience in management in the non-profit sector, diagnosed the
problem as the organisation’s plan on professionalising itself, which he described as its
becoming more fixated on ‘process’ than on ‘people.’ ‘What I see happening in
[LocalHouse],’ he told me, ‘is that they’re starting to categorise responsibilities and roles.’
The differentiation between operational staff, responsible for coordinating individual
programs, and managerial staff, responsible for making decisions about policy and programs,
meant that David was not included in decision-making concerning something over which he
felt much ownership. Whereas previously there was little or often no differentiation of
subjects and responsibility for decision-making—where it was largely based on a sense of
trust and ‘shared vision’—now there were clearly defined roles, with codified responsibilities,
which had to be adhered to. There was a chain of command: an axiomatised hierarchy of
authority. He described to me the shift as being from ‘the flat structure to the hierarchy of the
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structure,’ echoing strongly Knight’s (1993) distinction between grassroots and corporatist
organisations.
This shift presents a great danger for LocalHouse, David believes, as it ‘kills
commitment’ among the volunteers. ‘Volunteers,’ he said, ‘come for the people experience.’
They want to have some sort of relationship with our new immigrants. I think that there is
the biggest risk to the organisation. That you lose sight of what a volunteer organisation is
on about. Okay, if you want to transform it into a professional organisation with paid social
workers and split up the jobs, you know, making an assembly line of your volunteers, using
application forms and whatever, you can do that, you know. [But] that’s not using people’s
skills, that’s putting them into a process line of categorization. (Emphasis added)

As his and Judith’s experiences demonstrate, this is something that appears to be
already happening. ‘They can’t get volunteers to do what previously volunteers did,’ he
explained. ‘So they now pay people to do it. So the organisation is moving towards being no
different to those large international organisations.’

5.3 Axiomatisation and the assembly line of volunteers
While professionalisation through axiomatisation might allow for the attraction of
certain kinds of ‘sustainable’ funding capital, something valuable can be lost on the way.
Both Judith’s and David’s accounts illustrate the dangers of axiomatisation. Each have been
volunteering with LocalHouse for more than a decade, and each explained to me it was the
shared values of the organisation that initially attracted and sustained them, which David
described as ‘non-bureaucratic’ and the ‘people experience,’ and which Judith described as ‘a
sense of community’ and ‘good will and humanity.’
But it is clear they both feel they have recently been ‘pushed out’ of and excluded from
the organisation in some way—a phenomenon documented by Milligan and Fyfe (2005).
The Transition heralded a new kind of axiomatic rationality, a fact that they both personally
experience with great frustration (what Spinoza calls sadness). We can feel when we’re
outside an assemblage, which Judith and David articulated through the language of
exclusion, anger, frustration and hurt. The pleasures and joys of being a volunteer—which
are vital in sustaining these third-sector assemblages—have evidently been diminished. Their
accounts demonstrate how the ‘valueless’ structures of the axiomatised organisation work to
neatly differentiate and codify them as instrumental subjects. They describe the ‘family’ feel
being replaced with technological processes and rigid subjectivities that are relatively
invulnerable to negotiation, flexibility, and response-ability—features they’d come to expect
over their decade of volunteering. Rather than being seen ‘as stakeholders or co-owners,’ to
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appropriate the argument of Rochester et al. (2010, p. 230, emphasis added), through
axiomatisation their ‘volunteering [is] increasingly cast as an instrument of delivery, and
volunteers as a resource to be used.’ David captured this shift vividly, describing the formerly
values-based organisation as becoming instead ‘a process line of categorisation’ or ‘an
assembly line of volunteers’: what Guattari almost exactly describes as ‘assembly lines of
subjectivity’ (2008, p. 16). Care becomes a discrete service to be delivered by faceless
functionaries, rather than an open-ended process of negotiation with the materials at hand
(Mol, 2008; Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017).
Axiomatisation is a process through which stable, known limits on the volunteer caringself are produced and maintained. The kinds of molecular experimental arrangements of care
that were productive of heterogeneous subjectivities, as described in Chapter 5, are instead
replaced with impersonal, rigid rules around who can do and say what, with the ultimate
purpose of creating arrangements of care that might demonstrate ‘good value’ to funding
bodies. Rather than leaving care ‘in-decision’, through a range of new technologies,
LocalHouse decided beforehand what care should look like, who should be responsible for it,
where and when it should take place, and so on.
Problems arise, however, when these rules become barriers to what the volunteers
themselves see as ‘good care’, which, in the above cases, frustrated the their more selforganised, more immanent and, importantly, already-existing working arrangements of care.
As Rochester et al. warn, through professionalisation and formalised modes of ordering, ‘we
are in danger of losing the spirit of volunteering and the creativity, sociability, and autonomy
which underpin it’ (2010, p. 230). The danger is not an idle one: as David and Judith
explain, it was almost enough for them to want to leave the organisation altogether.

6.0

Desiring axiomatisation

It’s important to avoid assuming, however, that this Transition was only (to put it simply)
‘negative’ for volunteers. Axiomatisation was neither only foisted upon volunteers from on
high, nor did it lead only to an inhibition or delimitation of care. Instead, as geographical
scholarship has argued (Cloke et al., 2007; A. Williams et al., 2012), rather than looking at
how processes of formalisation, professionalisation, neoliberalisation and so forth are
implemented by powerful actors ‘top-down,’ we should ask: how do particular logics,
rationalities, ideologies, and so on, themselves come to be desired? The plans, technologies,
and processes put in place by powerful actors, including organisational ‘management,’ as
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Williams, Cloke and Thomas argue, ‘are simply the most visible aspect of much larger and
more complex mechanisms through which outcomes are produced, reproduced, and
transformed’ (2012, p. 1486). We must instead interrogate the diverse provenance of
particular ideas and practices of care, and look at how these processes are implemented
unevenly and in variegated forms.
Following this line of thinking, in this section I advance two arguments. First, I show
that rather than being passive recipients of formalisation and professionalisation, these
processes are often in fact desired by volunteers. Thinking again through what I’ve been
calling ‘axiomatisation,’ it is clear that negotiating unbridled, chaotic, molecular desire is not
the only approach to achieving joyful arrangements of care. Indeed, volunteers articulated a
sense that the absence of axioms (understood here as guides, boundaries or diagrams to care)
can leave unclear the limits of the caring-self. While in Chapter 5 I suggested these moments
of ambiguity and perplexity provided possibilities for new, more joyful arrangements to
emerge, in this section I argue that they also risk a breakdown in sustainable caring relations.
Put simply, volunteers often felt they were being extended too far, past a point they were
willing to go, beyond their thresholds of sustainability. Following this, and secondly, I argue
that rather than only inhibiting the possibility of care, axiomatisation can in fact make more
sustainable arrangements of care possible. In other words, in achieving manageable
arrangements of care, axioms—as rules without value—can be useful, sometimes even
necessary.

6.1 (Un)bounding the caring-self
In the first year of fieldwork (2016), I conducted an online survey with 83 volunteers on
behalf of the new LocalHouse management in order to generate feedback on their volunteer
experiences—what they liked about it, what they disliked, what they thought was valuable,
and what could be improved. There were strong trends in responses. Ninety-two per cent of
respondents indicated they were ‘satisfied’ or ‘very satisfied’ with their experiences at
LocalHouse—a great and largely necessary result, considering they are, in a sense, ‘repaid’
through the pleasures and joys of volunteering. However, when asked whether there was
room for improvement in the ways in which the volunteer programs were structured and
managed, the response was also a categorical ‘yes.’ Several kinds of challenges were
consistently raised.
First, and perhaps unsurprisingly, the relatively unstructured character of the programs
meant that there were many awkward, uncomfortable and sometimes distressing moments of
ambiguity and cultural misunderstanding. Different ‘gifting’ cultures, in particular, caused
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some confusion and distress among volunteers, as food was often offered in return for their
voluntary work. One younger female volunteer told me in an interview:
With the home tutor role, there was a couple of times where I was worried that I
accidentally offended the whole family because of things, like, not knowing cultural norms
around if you give me mountains of food, do I actually have to eat it all? [Laughs]. Because
it’s just like, ‘I’m just not hungry or, like, [I have] dietary requirements.’ I’m not actually
really supposed to eat garlic. (Olivia, 24, Community Educator and In-home Tutor)

The moments that seemed to cause particular distress were those in which the
boundaries of the caring-self were no longer clear. As I’ve argued in Chapter 5, when the
limits of the self are unknown, the boundaries of care, too, are unknown. In these moments,
volunteers often wanted to be able to clearly differentiate themselves, and axioms—as rules
insensitive to their own values—offer a way in which this might be achieved.
This was suggested clearly in the survey, where the issue of volunteer ‘role clarification’
repeatedly cropped up. It seems for many volunteers, there was at least some confusion about
their responsibilities within their various roles. This meant they were often left unsure about
what they were expected to do, but also, as one volunteer emphatically phrased it, they
wanted to know ‘When to say no!’ Another volunteer wrote, ‘at times I have struggled
knowing how best to meet my family’s needs and indeed, how much to do/not to do.’ This
went both ways, as one volunteer felt that they weren’t ‘sure what the refugee expected [of]
me’ and another wrote that they were unclear about, ‘as a mentor, what the limits were,
exactly what my role was, how far I could take things, how much community member could
ask from me.’ In these moments, volunteers appear to articulate a tension between a valuesbased form of care and a desire for rules around care.
This tension was also fleshed out in many of the interviews. I will quote two volunteers
at length as I think they themselves explain quite clearly the difficulty of ‘bounding’ or
limiting the caring-self in the absence of external axioms.
Catherine, the 78-year-old family mentor to an Iranian family who I introduced in the
opening chapter of this thesis, described to me the immense possibilities immanent within a
volunteer role that lacked clear limits. ‘The mentoring side of family mentoring doesn’t have
enough boundaries,’ she said.
You’re open to all sorts of activities, possibilities, anything. And [the Executive Officer]
said, ‘We’re aware of that and we’re working on it.’ And you can get in a situation where
you don’t know what your boundaries are. And it can lead in all sorts of directions. [You
don’t know] where your role starts and finishes. (Emphasis added)
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For Catherine, this relatively unstructured arrangement had been largely joyful. But she
also has serious concerns that the lack of boundaries leaves her open to doing, saying and
being more than she wants to or thinks she should.
Well, the big plus through all of it is the friendship side of this relationship. And in each
case I felt that we didn’t have so much of a working relationship as a friendship. Which I
think has been very beneficial for them and for me. That’s been lovely. But as a friend,
sometimes you extend yourself into areas where you probably shouldn’t be going, or
whatever. I don’t know. (Emphasis added)

The blurring between the formal subject positions of ‘volunteer mentor’ and what she
now calls, perhaps for want of another word, ‘friend,’ has led to the blurring of clear limits of
responsibility, a molecular shift in the caring-self we saw operating also in the previous
chapter. To illustrate this issue, she tells me how, on the evening before the interview, she
was asked by the mother of the daughter she tutors to accompany them to a meeting with the
daughter’s school, a task that would ordinarily be outside her field of responsibility:
But she texted me yesterday afternoon. Her 13-year-old daughter is at high school.
Suddenly, she found out she could get an interview with the Year 7 advisor at high school—
at 8:30 this morning at the school. And she doesn’t feel at all confident with her English
language skills. [She asked me] Could I come along at 8:30 this morning to go to this
interview with her? And because I respect her and I like her very much I said, ‘Okay, I'll
come.’ I didn’t play tennis, as I usually would on Friday morning. And I got down here at
8:15 this morning. Which was worthwhile, it was good. But you never know what can a crop
up, these things. And I didn’t want to say ‘no’ to her. Because my tennis isn’t that
important, I wasn’t letting the team down or anything like that. My husband said, ‘Oh gosh,
what are you doing that for?’ [Laughs] So I said, ‘It’s all right, I’ll just do it.’

Barbara, who I introduced in Chapter 5, described a similar experience. The first time
we met, I asked her, ‘is there any benefit to being left to your own devices in negotiating what
your volunteering looks like?’ After some hesitancy, she responded:
…in a way, there is. But it’s dangerous, of course. Because it never ends, does it? Whereas,
I had a friend who drove the Vinnie’s [St Vincent de Paul] minibus. For years, once a week,
he took a group out, the parents and the carers and the people they were caring for. So
that was a structure. He picked up the bus, he picked up the people, he had the outing.
So, you knew exactly what you were needing. And I do like to be in control, so it is
dangerous when it is so flexible and so open-ended. Because, basically, there is never an
end. You just keep doing more and more and more. It’s got its pros and cons. Because it
has extended into things like that extra editing and things that I can’t manage on my own,
so I’ve had to get [my husband] involved. It’s a bit dangerous. Especially someone with my
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personality, where you kind of think, ‘Oh gosh, they need the help, I better respond!’ And a
couple of times, my kids have said to me: ‘Don’t let it be your whole life.’ (Emphasis added)

6.2 Axioms as enabling care
In both Catherine’s and Barbara’s accounts, there is equivocation. The openness of the
relations appears to have led to mutually joyful arrangements that far exceed the more formal
remits of their roles as ‘volunteers’ or ‘mentors’. For Barbara, the absence of rules or
guidelines in these encounters means she draws instead on her own values of care, which at
one point she describes as her ‘personality’, and which tends towards helping people in need
(even perhaps at the detriment to herself). Since the volunteer role was often without clear,
formal limits in this way, the extension into ‘friendship’ indicated the presence of a valuebased model of care rather than a rigid rules-based one.
But as Guattari writes, ‘in the process of disassembly, we find ourselves perplexed and
disoriented’ (2008, p. 16). Concerns, difficulties and confusions arose when volunteers were
unsure about their role and how far it should extend. Without any kind of rules to fall back
on, without pre-existing models or diagrams to work with, without something solid they
could point towards or be guided by, possibilities were opened in which volunteers felt they
could be asked to do too much. Not having some sense of the limits to the arrangement can
be experienced as overwhelming and disorientating. As Barbara went on to explain, ‘it can be
dangerously involving, so that you don’t have any control. Whereas if your task is pretty set,
in some ways it’s probably easier for things like that.’ Catherine, likewise, was worried that,
‘as a friend, sometimes you extend yourself into areas where you probably shouldn’t be
going.’ In these moments of ambiguity of the caring-self, volunteers often didn’t know what
ground they stood on, and they wanted to be able to clearly differentiate themselves.58
Following these observations, I want to suggest here that the capacity to respond with
care—to be ‘response-able’—need not rely only on personal intuition (an idea often implicit
in ethic of care literature, see Tronto, 1993). Indeed, no assemblage can be totally open the
‘comic forces’ of its outside; there must always be boundaries or ‘cutting edges’ (Deleuze &
Guattari, 1987, p. 88) which define it and provide its consistency. Rather than only inhibiting
care per se, rules can also make possible caring arrangements. We need to be able to sustain
ourselves in care. Axioms can provide pre-existing models or plans to enact. They can offer
58

This tension between rules and values has between documented in studies of nursing and
home care, where workers are often torn between external bureaucratic rules and their own
ethical principles (Stacey, 2009). Providing care can be tiring, difficult work, and care workers
often choose to turn their feelings of care into rules in order to manage their caring-self (R. Evans
& Thomas, 2009; Hochschild, 1979).
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what McCormack (2010, p. 207) calls ‘generative constraint’: ‘the establishment of limits
that allow one to go on where otherwise this would be very difficult.’ In moments when
volunteers feel they’re being asked to do more than they are willing, rules enable them to
draw a clear line, to maintain themselves, and to ‘go on.’ Being able to say: ‘I am a mentor,
not a friend,’ or ‘I am a friend, but here are the external limits to this friendship,’ can enable
the achievement of stable, sustainable caring arrangements. In other words, axioms can
enable the capacity to draw clearer boundaries of the caring-self, allowing volunteers to make
sense of and adequately sustain their working arrangements.

7.0

Making space for valuesbased care

In this chapter’s final section, I argue that, while the movement towards what I’ve been
calling ‘becoming-axiomatic’ certainly reproduced some of the logics and hallmarks of the
‘corporatist’ organisation, this movement was far from totalising. Rather, through both
discursive and material strategies, LocalHouse also sought to actively partition certain
activities from axiomatising forces in order to ‘make space’ for other arrangements of valuesbased care. LocalHouse strategically complied with external pressures here only to challenge,
exclude and defy them elsewhere.
I have already briefly discussed one way in which LocalHouse strategically ‘makes
space’ for an arrangement of care that might otherwise be precluded by State governance.
The Driver Mentoring Program (DMP) was temporarily suspended because of concerns that
it was operating as a driving school, which is a category of commercial activity subject to
specific legislation. But through, on the one hand, mobilising the category of ‘mentoring
program,’ rather than driving school, and on the other, using unpaid ‘volunteers’ rather than
salaried ‘teachers,’ the program could continue outside the jurisdiction of these forms of
State governance.
In this section, I will explore in more detail a similar kind of strategic partitioning of
one of LocalHouse’s key programs: The Family Mentoring Program (FMP). The FMP was
often described LocalHouse’s ‘core’ or ‘signature’ program, and the one that most closely
aligned with the distinctive care politics of LocalHouse. The FMP was also described as its
‘first’ program. As discussed in Chapters 3 and 4, an incidental meeting with some recently
arrived refugees led to Carol’s realisation of the many difficulties of resettling in Wattle City.
While there were many ‘formal’ supports offered through government programs, Carol saw
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that there was still an important gap: informal, flexible, convivial support that was not
externally prescribed, but instead negotiated with the particular, immediate needs of each
recent arrival. Ultimately, this is what became the FMP, which came to embody the two core
components of LocalHouse’s vision of settlement: friendship coupled with practical support.
The purpose was for its participants to meet one another as peers, rather than more clearlydifferentiated and hierarchically-arranged subjects, and negotiate whatever particular
challenges the new arrival might be having—a process that usually occurred in the new
arrival’s home, in the midst of the family, where their life most fully plays out. The desired
(and often successful) outcome was ‘unusual’ derivations of ‘friendship’ and ‘family’—the
kinds of complex, mutually joyful relations described by Barbara and David in Chapter 5.

7.1 The Work Health and Safety Act 2011
However, the FMP presented significant challenges for the new ‘sustainabilityfocussed’ organisation. While Carol told me that LocalHouse’s ‘informality is its success,’
informality also presents many ‘risks’ for the professionalising organisation. And the FMP
was LocalHouse’s most informal, least structured, and least ‘axiomatised’ program.
Something I have not discussed much yet is the statutory landscape in which
LocalHouse operates. On one level, it is a clearly-defined legal entity. Through existing
legislation, LocalHouse has a distinct set of rights to operate and responsibilities to fulfil in its
operations, including responsibilities towards ensuring the safety of its volunteers, employees
and service users. The most relevant piece of national legislation in this regard is the Work
Health and Safety Act 2011 (WHS Act), which outlines LocalHouse’s duty of care towards
all its workers. The purpose of the Act is ‘to provide for a balanced and nationally consistent
framework to secure the health and safety of workers and workplaces,’ including ‘protecting
workers […] against harm to their health, safety and welfare through the elimination or
minimisation of risks arising from work’ (2011). Through the WHS Act, all volunteers are
counted as ‘workers’ and are afforded the same rights to safety at work as normal paid
employees. However, the Act also stipulates a whole range of conditions that would render
the FMP, in its original form, entirely impracticable.
First, under the Act, home visits—a central element of the FMP—are categorised as a
particularly ‘risky’ workplace activity. As David explained, LocalHouse treats home visits very
differently than the local government-funded settlement support provider:
We [at LocalHouse] do what we think is appropriate. [The government provider has] a real
issue with home visits, where there’s got to be two people there, there has to be an exit
plan, and a whole range of occupational and safety issues. Which at [LocalHouse] [shakes
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head]. [Carol] would interview you, she would make a judgement: ‘You’re okay. You can be
a family mentor. Go and do it!’

Home visits are important for many volunteering activities at LocalHouse. They allow
less-mobile refugees to be met in their home and, just as importantly, these informal, private
spaces of everyday living often encourage and facilitate the achievement of more intimate
arrangements—something I discussed in Chapter 5.
However, as David mentions, to meet the requirements of the WHS Act, home visits
would have to be treated as a highly ‘risky’ activity. To satisfactorily minimise this risk, a
whole host of formal mechanisms would need to be put in place: a ‘safety survey’ would need
to be completed before the volunteer entered the home, including such things as compliance
checking electrical appliances and chemicals storage; volunteers would initially need to be
accompanied with another, more senior worker; they would need to have an ‘exit strategy’ in
case something went wrong; and so on. These wide-ranging and rather onerous requirements
clearly do not meld well with the FMP’s goals of breaking down ‘formal’ subject positions,
fostering intimacy and friendship, and developing a sense of belonging.
Second, according to the WHS Act, if a relationship between a ‘worker’ and a ‘client’
moves beyond a solely working or professional arrangement, it is advised that the worker be
referred to another client. They may continue the relationship if they wish, but it must be
outside of the auspice of the organisation. Considering that fostering, as the 2017 annual
review explains, ‘enduring friendships of mutual personal support [that extend] well beyond
the limited [LocalHouse] volunteer role’ is in fact the explicit goal of the Family Mentoring
Program, the WHS Act is directly at odds with the program in this respect. The program, it
seemed, was at least partly defined by these kinds of risks: what was distinctive about the
program seemed to be exactly that which exceeded any formal arrangements. As David
explained, it is the sense of affective, emotional closeness that makes it stand apart from the
other services, which he described as ‘the hug factor, which for some people that’s amazing…
just that [hugs himself]. As opposed to sitting across a desk’ (emphasis added). In this sense,
the FMP was, perhaps necessarily, a values-based rather than a rules-based program.
There is a clear challenge here for LocalHouse. Its legal duty of care for volunteers
comes into direct tension with the more experimental arrangements of care that the
organisation hopes to facilitate. On the one hand, if these statutory standards are not met and
something does go wrong, LocalHouse is ultimately culpable—which could lead to damaging
legal consequences and harm to its community standing. If volunteers are making decisions
based on personal beliefs and values, there is a risk these values won’t align with State laws,
or the norms preferred by potential funding bodies: a significant threat to the organisation’s
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strategic goal of ‘sustainability’.59 However, on the other hand, heavily prescriptive
frameworks, with clear roles and responsibilities, which inhibit the range of possible caring
arrangements mentors and mentees might negotiate, appear antithetical to the very objective
of the program. If the program were to be restructured to fulfil the rather rigid requirements
of the WHS Act, it might suffer its own kind of ‘goal displacement.’

7.2 Partitioning the public and private
A central task of management during the Transition involved working through and
formalising the distribution of responsibility for the organisation among its employees, its
volunteers and the refugee community members. Much of this discussion centred on this
managerialist notion of ‘risk’: how much risk was acceptable to achieve a particular goal, while
also working towards the broader ‘strategic goal’ of organisational ‘sustainability’?
Management wanted the FMP to continue—it was, as I mentioned, considered the
organisation’s ‘signature’ program—but not in a way that would threaten the overall
sustainability of the organisation. Meetings were organised to address the issue. Workshops
were held to help clearly define the ‘parameters’ of LocalHouse support across all its
programs and services, with the FMP being set apart as particularly important but also
presenting unique challenges. Management sought to determine, first, the appropriate
language to be used to describe what the FMP does, second, the boundaries of responsibility
for both the volunteer and refugee community members involved and, third, the role of
LocalHouse in it all.
A seemingly viable work-around was eventually negotiated. To continue to facilitate the
kind of largely unplanned, friendly, values-based encounters that characterised the FMP,
LocalHouse would modify the language around the program. As Kathiravelu and Bunnell
(2017, p. 4) explain, friendship is a ‘fluid connection that moves between private and public
spheres and spaces’—and it is exactly this fluidity that presented a serious ‘risk’ for
LocalHouse as it sought ‘sustainability’. To resolve this issue, they sought to more explicitly
articulate the limits between ‘public’ and ‘private’ arrangements of care. Rather than
volunteer ‘mentors’ and refugee ‘mentees,’ there were ‘befrienders’. Rather than operating as
a formal ‘mentoring program,’ LocalHouse became what I heard described as a ‘dating
service’ of sorts: it facilitates the initial meeting, sets up some minimal expectations and
explains the organisation’s (limited) ongoing role. But, for all intents and purposes, the
volunteers are not actually ‘volunteers,’ and the clients are not actually ‘clients.’ Instead they
59

Indeed, I heard it mentioned on a couple of occasions how lucky LocalHouse had been in
avoiding these kinds of issues, despite its lack of organisational structure. As David graphically
explained, it’s fortunate that ‘we haven’t had any fiddlers.’
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are both ‘befrienders,’ engaging freely with one other explicitly as private citizens. In short,
the Family Mentoring Program became LocalHouse Befriending.
An axiomatisation of sorts occurred, but in a way that has made the continuation of a
values-based arrangement possible. LocalHouse’s solution was to produce rules, rigid limits,
clear boundaries, between ‘public’ and the ‘private’ arrangements of care. Through this
axiomatisation, they in fact ‘make space’ for values-based care, partitioning the program from
the public space of the organisation itself, rending it a private matter instead. The shift may
have been minor—indeed it was unlikely to be noticed by even the people participating. But
the distribution of responsibility had been significantly altered from the (public) organisation
to the (private) individuals involved, with LocalHouse playing only the minimal role of
facilitator and supporter. In this way, LocalHouse does not become merely a mindless
‘platoon’ for neoliberal state governance, passively receiving, replicating and implementing
State discourses and modes of organisation. Rather, as Carey, Braunack-Mayer and Barraket
(2009) suggest, even among processes of professionalisation, small spaces of heterogeneity,
experimentation and resistance may still be created and maintained.

8.0

The abstract plans of care

The Transition was a period of great change. The retirement of the founders meant the
organisation had to renegotiate its relation to both government and private funding to
‘sustain’ itself into the future. The shift from voluntary to salaried management was a
consequential one, instigating transformations at discursive, material, and affective registers.
The newly developed ‘strategic plan’, in particular, outlined a ‘map’ through which
LocalHouse was to attract ‘sustainable’ funding by completely redesigning, formalising and
professionalising its volunteer program. The plan emphasised a new focus on formalised,
codified activities of care that could be documented and measured in order to demonstrate
‘good value’ to potential funding bodies.
This shift clearly mirrored that of Knight’s (1993) distinction between grassroots and
corporatist organisations. However, in this chapter I’ve argued that it can also be thought
through a more ontologically fundamental process, what I’ve been calling axiomatisation, or
becoming-axiomatic: the process through which an arrangement comes to be organised
increasingly by predetermined rules rather than personal values. As I’ve illustrated in the last
two chapters, personal values, ethics and ideas of care are absolutely central in LocalHouse’s
ideological expression of care. The refrain of ‘friendship-based support’ is, at least in its ideal
162

Chapter 6: caring through transitions

form, achieved through the mutual, dynamic, immanent negotiation of caring relations: of
leaving care ‘in-decision.’
But leaving care continuously in-decision is not favourable to funding sources, which
generally want care defined and measured. Through developing and implementing a new,
more formalised mode of organisation, LocalHouse sought to produce a serialisation and
standardisation of subjectivity. Rather than having a kind of ‘impromptu’ arrangement, where
volunteers and refugees largely decided themselves what arrangements would eventuate—
many of which exceeded any existing metric or easy articulation—a whole plan of action was
created. In the place of volunteer autonomy was a hierarchy of structure, role descriptions,
induction processes, and management software that sought to produce and manage premodelled subjects and arrangements of care. A new ‘professionalised’ vocabulary became
commonplace, emphasising ‘front-line support,’ ‘leading practice’ and ‘robust frameworks.’
These changes were introduced to manage heterogeneous variations in care, which presented
organisational ‘risk,’ and ensure that a more discrete iteration of ‘good care’ was flowing
together, converging, and resonating.
The crucial question through the Transition was: Would LocalHouse retain its
distinctive consistency?
As David’s and Judith’s accounts demonstrate, the implementation of a ‘rigorous’
volunteer program involved a more rigid differentiation and serialisation of subjectivity—what
David vividly described as an ‘assembly line of volunteers.’ ‘Institutional frameworks and
organisations,’ Raghuram (2016, pp. 522-523) writes, ‘force a negotiation of the multiple
meanings of care into a straitjacket.’ For David and Judith, coming up against these
indifferent, axiomatic structures was experienced as frustrating, angering and alienating.
They felt they’d been somehow excluded from something they’d each worked for a decade
on. They came up against an ‘impersonal, seemingly incontestable program’ (Saldanha,
2017, p. 73)—what I’ve described as an Abstract Machine of care. The axiomatisation of
LocalHouse led to problems whereby volunteers were inhibited from producing the care they
desired. This new rule-based mode of organisation instead imposed limits that frustrated
already-existing arrangements of care.
But I also wanted to trouble the idea that professionalisation might be experienced by
volunteers only as delimiting and frustrating. The vast majority of volunteers in fact
articulated a desire for more rules. As volunteer accounts attested, LocalHouse’s relative lack
of organisational structure meant there were often encounters that were very difficult to
navigate. In these moments, volunteers were often unable to figure out what to do; they were
not sure what forms of care were possible, appropriate or desirable. It seemed at times the
existing values-based model of care could leave unclear the limits of the caring-self. But
axioms, by helping volunteers to be able to clearly differentiate themselves, seemed to bring
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about the possibility of care rather than just its inhibition, allowing the volunteer to sustain
more manageable boundaries of a caring-self.
Moreover, this becoming-axiomatic was in no way ‘complete’. LocalHouse operates in
a legislative context in which it has a statutory duty of care towards its volunteers. However,
this duty of care can conflict with the more ‘experimental’ arrangements of care that the
organisation hoped to facilitate and for which it was known. The kinds of experiences I
described in the previous chapters, where volunteers engaged in largely unplanned,
unsupervised relations that led to heterogeneous arrangements, appear to exceed this
legislated duty of care. But through both expressive and material strategies, LocalHouse was
able to partition these more experimental activities from the axiomatising forces of the State
as ‘private’ activity, and ultimately ‘leave room’ for other forms of values-based care.
Through the Transition, the ‘ground’ of LocalHouse clearly underwent significant
transformation. It became more well-defined, more clearly mapped, its contours and features
more brightly illuminated. What could and could not be done on that ground were more
clearly determined. Signs and symbols were fixed in place to make sure the people occupying
the ground always knew their way. There was less ambiguity about what movements should
be made, what things should be said, what things should be felt. It seems that in achieving
and sustaining care, sometimes a plan needs to be laid out in advance.

164

Chapter 7: towards
a politics of care
[Laughs] So it’s just a dance,
and you know, we’re learning as we go along.
—Debra, LocalHouse volunteer, 2017.

One creates new modalities of subjectivity in the same way
that an artist creates new forms from the palette.
—Félix Guattari, 1996, 7.
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1.0

From an empirics, to a
politics

Refugee migration sets in motion many geographies—of care, generosity, responsibility,
family, community, nation, security, and so on. The movement of people seeking refuge
constitutes an incredible social force and presents a complex and highly contested set of
ethical challenges. Where do refugees belong? Who is responsible for their safety and
happiness? What constitutes a ‘right and proper’ response to their movement and eventual
settlement?
This thesis has followed one volunteer organisation’s attempt to answer these kinds of
questions. Across the last three chapters, I have provided a series of close, situated accounts
of how care is organised, negotiated, and at times exceeded and reimagined around refugees
arriving in Wattle City, Australia. Working through the geophilosophy of Deleuze and
Guattari, I have offered understandings of how care arises, how it operates, and how it is
implicated in the production of different subjects and territories. Elaborating in detail the
concept of ‘assemblages of care,’ I have argued that responses to refugee migration are
constituted by complex arrangements of ideas, emotions and material practices. These
assemblages lay out a more or less clear plan of who requires care, who is responsible for
providing it, and what this care should look like. I have argued that care is achieved always
through setting these kinds of territorial limits, and that assemblage helps us understand how
these limits might be determined—even if only momentarily.
In this final major chapter, I return to some questions first flagged in Chapter 2 and lay
out an argument already largely nascent within the thesis. I argue that Deleuze and Guattari’s
work offers valuable insights into what an immanent and geo-historically grounded politics of
care might look like. While previous work in geography has drawn on assemblage as a
‘concept,’ ‘ethos’ and ‘descriptor’ (B. Anderson et al., 2012), in this chapter I advance a
politics of care assemblages.
Some scholars have suggested the adoption of an ‘ethic of assemblage,’ proposing that
the idea of assemblage itself offers a normative pathway through which to approach politics
(see Braidotti, 1994; Buchanan, 2011. But while an assemblage ontology clearly has
implications for how we might understand our existing relations to others, it does not in itself
tell us how we ought to act. There is no ‘natural’ normative, ethical or political orientation to
assemblages. Assemblage is, instead, a way of looking at a thing or situation; it is about
understanding what is, not what should be. If anything, while assemblages are indeed
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composed provisionally of heterogeneous elements, they seek stability and consistency, rather
than the production of anything new.
What assemblage does allow, however, is a renewed understanding of the ground of
politics (Saldanha, 2017). As Anderson et al. (2012, p. 187, emphasis added) point out,
assemblage ‘names an orientation to the possibility of politics’—one that is decidedly immanent,
processual, and provisional; one that focuses on what arrangements do, rather than what they
are (Tampio, 2014). This chapter is, then, partly a response to Müller’s (2015) call to
coarticulate assemblage with other theories, ideas and politics. And I am proposing that care
offers a productive entry point to Deleuze and Guattari’s political vision.
Whereas the preceding three analytical chapters advanced various analyses of the actual
unfoldings of care within LocalHouse, in this chapter I make a more straightforwardly
normative argument. I move from both an ontology (Chapter 2) and empirics of care
(Chapters 4, 5 and 6), to a politics to ask: What might a Deleuzo-Guattarian politics of care
look like? If we believe that care matters, then what is the best way to think about what
constitutes ‘good care’? In other words, if care is entangled in the very achievement of our
worlds—whichever worlds they might be—what practical principles might comprise an
immanent politics of care? Towards this end, I unpack some of the ways in which assemblage
might help us better understand care as an organising principle in politics and I suggest that
the case of LocalHouse provides insights into how this might be practically achieved.
In the first of two sections, I offer three provocations that intend to challenge, stretch
and push common conceptualisations of ‘care ethics,’ which has constituted the most
influential approach in geography to considering the possibilities of care as a political
principle. Care ethics presents a potent challenge to the dominant and destructive machinery
of subjectivity and material production of today. But I argue that the ethics of care—in some
of its most popular forms—often leaves unclear some of its own underlying assumptions.
Throughout this section, I seek to open some critical questions around the political limits of
care ethics, and how we might engage more deeply and precisely with care as a political
principle. In particular, and largely following the work of Raghuram (2016) and Beasley and
Bacchi (2005, 2007), I argue there are three ways in which current conceptualisations of care
ethics risk depoliticising, dis-placing and delimiting care. Specifically, I will argue that it often
depoliticises care as individual practice; it dis-places care by failing to account for the
Abstract Plans that always guide the realisation of actual care arrangements; and it delimits
care by designating it as merely ‘maintenance.’
In the second section, I propose an alternative approach to engaging with the political
possibilities of care. I make a case for a more thoroughly ‘Deleuzo-Guattarian politics of care’
by building on these interventions, and drawing on lessons gathered from the previous three
chapters. I argue that reframing care explicitly as a geographically-grounded politics rather
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than an ethics may help address the concerns I raise in the first section. On the one hand,
thinking care as politics helps to make visible the assumptions, norms and interests always
embedded in actual arrangements of care. On the other, it helps move a responsibility to care
from the realm of individual conduct to collective action.
On my reading, a Deleuzo-Guattarian politics of care should be guided by two primary
(and ‘productively opposing’) principles. First, a principle of experimentation. In this thesis, I
have proposed that ‘good’ and ‘bad’ arrangements of care might be differentiated by their
ethological outcomes: that is, whether or not they work towards the achievement of more
joyful subjects—a process Guattari calls ‘resingularisation.’60 It is only through attentively
experimenting with our bodies that we might produce more singular, more powerful modes
of existence; an outcome that can only be immanently evaluated after the fact, rather than
judged a priori (D. W. Smith, 2007). And second, a principle of institutionalisation. Once we
have evaluated an arrangement as constituting ‘good’ care, I argue, we must stabilise these
assemblages through institutionalisation. This second step involves a reterritorialisation of
care, in which an arrangement gains expressive dimension rather than just direction. It is
through institutionalisation that care moves from a singular achievement, to a territorial
force: from an encounter, to a politics. Drawing on the assemblage ontology elaborated in
Chapter 2, these two opposing principles can be understood as delimiting the space between
the plane of immanence (total chaos), which can be achieved through experimentation, and
the plane of organisation (total order), which can be achieved through institutionalisation. It
is through understanding care as occupying and ‘playing’ in the space between these two
planes that it might become an organising principle in politics.

2.0

Responding with care
(ethics)

As I argued first in Chapter 1, care constitutes the very ground beneath our feet. Puig de la
Bellacasa writes that ‘nothing holds together in a liveable way without caring relationships’
(2011, p. 101); without care, Fraser likewise argues, ‘there would be no culture, no economy,
no political organization’ (2016, p. 99).

60

He describes resingularisation as ‘a desire, a taste for living, a will to construct the world
in which we find ourselves’ (Guattari, 2008, p. 23).
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But care today has been rendered a ‘problematic residual to social order and social
theory’ (Green & Lawson, 2011, p. 639). Feminist theorists have put forward a range of
compelling theories to account for this rather significant oversight. Feminist Marxists, for
instance, have pointed out that capitalism works towards the marginalisation of all forms of
care that it cannot either in some way commodify or relegate to the realm of ‘social
reproduction’—what Fraser describes as capitalism’s ‘“non-economic” background
conditions’ (2016, p. 100). Meanwhile, feminist political theorists have documented the rise
of neoliberal social policy, which has seen the widespread ‘roll back’ of the ‘caring’ role of the
welfare state, through enacting of what England (2010) calls a ‘double privatisation’: on the
one hand, privatising care as a concern of the market while, on the other, reprivatising
responsibility to care within the space of the family home. Tronto (1993) takes a more
philosophical approach, arguing that the history of western thought has elevated the rational,
objective and universal (what she sees as the principles of ‘justice’) above the emotional,
subjective and partial (which she sees as the principles of ‘care’).
But what if this were not the case? What if care were, in a sense, ‘re-valued’?
To this end, a range of ethicists have argued powerfully and influentially for a
rethinking of the role care does (and might) play in the social ordering of the world (Held,
2010; Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017; Sevenhuijsen, 1998). As Tronto argues, to imagine more
equitable, fair and compassionate futures, we must ‘move care from its current peripheral
location to a place near the centre of human life’ (1993, p. 101)
Many scholars have followed this lead in pursuing the development of various forms of
what are widely referred to as ‘care ethics.’ While there are many variations and offshoots of
care ethics, as a school of thought and practice it tends to centre around encouraging a new
sensibility to our relations of responsibility to others in a globalising world—what Lawson
(2007a, p. 3) describes as a ‘social ontology of connection.’ Care is something every person
needs, gives and receives. Care ethics is fundamentally about emphasising and valuing those
relations, practices and activities that sustain our lives and worlds, and devaluing those which
cause sadness, suffering and destruction (Popke, 2006). It emphasises connectedness and
interdependency, understanding life always as a mutual achievement, involving complex
relations of trust, responsibility, obligations and cooperation. In this way, care ethicists have
worked to expand the realm of care beyond the home, beyond just social reproduction, and
see it as embedded in social relations of all kinds (Atkinson et al., 2011; Lawson, 2007a). An
emphasis on care can be understood as a direct extension of the feminist project of making
the personal political, questioning the arrangements through which we produce and maintain
life.
Work with care ethics has tended to follow two main lines that, in practice, have tended
to overlap significantly: one empirical-analytical, another ethical-political (see Popke, 2006).
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As Milligan and Wiles explain, ‘an ethics of care could be a framework not just for
understanding who gives care, where and why […] but also for understanding how an
approach informed by care might enlighten our entire way of collective and individual being’
(2010, p. 743).
On the one hand, then, care ethics have been about recognising, understanding and
documenting the central role that care and relations of care already occupy in the ongoing
(re)production of our worlds.61 This more empirically-focused approach has encouraged a
rethinking of our actually-existing relations to people, places and things, both near and far, in
order to generate new understandings of our thorough interconnectedness and
interdependency. Geographers have mobilised ideas from care ethics to revisit and trouble
the ideological underpinnings of social policy, in the context of increasingly unequal access to
care as a social resource (Staeheli & Brown, 2003). This includes critical work such as
England’s analysis of neoliberal welfare reform in Canada, which involves the ‘double
reprivatisation’ mentioned above (2010; see also England & Dyck, 2012). Care ethics has
also provided another avenue in approaching the relations involved in the production and
consumption of goods, with the hopeful aim of ‘wresting a different ethic from markets’ (S.
Smith, 2005, p. 1)—such as food (Goodman, 2004) and housing economies (E. Power &
Bergan, 2018). This work has troubled the assumed principle of an ‘individualised
competitive imperative’ (S. Smith, 2005, p. 1) by documenting the myriad values of care,
compassion and wellbeing that already animate consumers engaging in these markets. More
recently, the rise of the community economies and post-capitalist politics literatures can be
fairly understood as a project in blending care ethics with heterogeneous practices in political
economy, buttressed by ideas other than the neoliberal capitalist consumer, such as relations
of love, care and concern (Dombroski et al., 2016; Dombroski et al., 2017; Gibson-Graham,
2006, 2008).
On the other hand, and more pertinently for this chapter, geographical work has
advanced care ethics as a kind of organising principle in politics. By offering ‘different ways of
theorizing politics’ (Lawson, 2007a, p. 3), care ethics helps us rethink how we might live well
together on a globalising, highly inequitable, and now fast-warming planet. In this way, care
becomes not only a basis for social analysis, but a basis for politics itself (McEwan &
Goodman, 2010; Popke, 2006). In this sense, care ethics—by providing possibilities for
doing politics differently—can be understood as a kind of rectification for the dominant
modes of politics today.62
61

This is the approach I’ve largely taken in the thesis so far: looking at how care is already
entangled in the very making of our worlds and ourselves.
62
‘Care ethics questions (neo)liberal principles of individualism, egalitarianism, universalism,
and of society organized exclusively around principles of efficiency, competition, and a “right”
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Evidently, geographers have been very receptive to this alternative approach to social,
political and ethical analysis and, over the last twenty years, they have held high hopes for an
ethics of care in imagining a different way of doing politics. As Conradson writes, care ethics
might ‘foster new ways of being together’ and ‘alter social relations in progressive ways’
(2011, p. 466). Care ethics helps us rethink how relations and institutions of all kinds might
be rebuilt in order to value those connections which sustain us, bring us mutual joy, and
work towards what Green and Lawson (2011, p. 651) describe as ‘a broader sociality,
constituted by all forms of relationality in which relations of care are central, not
subordinate.’
In this first major section, however, I will argue that care ethics—and the ontology of
care it generally relies upon—often works to depoliticise, dis-place, and delimit care. While it
has much to offer in thinking differently about how care is (de)valued, I offer a series of three
provocations, through which I intend to test and ‘stretch’ the political limits of care ethics.
First, I suggest that care ethics often rests upon relatively simple notions of individual
responsibility and relatively shallow accounts of human relationality and interdependency.
Seeing care only as a ‘practice’ performed by autonomous individuals on dependent others
works to depoliticise and delimit responsibility to care more collectively. Second, I suggest
that recent attempts to produce ‘non-normative’ accounts of care, such as those that trouble
the gendered assumptions of care, are misguided. Though there is certainly some analytical
merit to ‘unbounding’ care from normativity, to suggest that there are, in a sense, no limits to
care is to risk dehistoricising the cultural, geographical and political provenance of
assemblages of care. Finally, while care is generally considered a progressive, perhaps radical
challenge to the idea of the autonomous neoliberal capitalist subject, I suggest often the idea
proffered by scholars is in fact rather conservative—aligning with notions of maintenance,
repair and conservation.
Before continuing, however, I must emphasise that these critiques do not apply to every
account of care ethics. While I do focus primarily on Tronto’s (1993, 2015) particularly
influential account of care ethics, it’s important to note that it is a diverse and stilldiversifying field of thought and practice, and there are deeply embedded differences between
many of the most prominent figures in the field.63 The substance of care and care ethics is
incredibly contested. Rather, these three lines of critique are intended to be cautionary and
provocative. By laying out a more explicitly progressive politics of care in the second half of
this chapter, I want to push care ethics further than it generally tends to go.

price for everything,’ Lawson explains (2009, p. 3).
63
See for instance the debates between Joan Tronto (2010) and Nel Noddings (2013) about
the role of structures, institutions and organisations in achieving care.
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3.0

Care and thin
interdependency

Care ethics presents a clear challenge to the dominant idea of the ‘neoliberal subject’: that
independent, sovereign individual, standing alone by the power of their own grit. To even
acknowledge that all people give and receive care is to reveal the myth of this self-made
subject—‘the myth that our successes are achieved as autonomous individuals’ (Lawson
2009, 5). In this way, a core part of the project of care ethics has been to rethink the political
subject as ‘fundamentally relational and interdependent’ (Koggel & Orme, 2010, p. 110),
even when this interdependency is not visible to us.
However, in at least some iterations—and, most influentially, in Tronto’s (1993)
work—care ethics often still valorises the actions of rational, largely independent and
autonomous subjects. Like all care ethicists, Tronto emphasises that all humans are
interdependent.64 But the kind of interdependency she describes is often rather
circumscribed. The subject she assumes is one who is ‘sometimes autonomous, sometimes
dependent, sometimes providing care for those who are dependent’ (1993, p. 162). She
describes ‘the reality that all humans are born into a condition of dependency, but manage to
lead to become autonomous’ (1993, p. 163). In this way, she sees ‘autonomy’ and
‘dependency’ as ontologically separate and categorically distinct states: we are interdependent
only because we sometimes depend on others for our survival.65
This approach allows Tronto to produce a neat, universal, ‘linear’ model of the
achievement of ‘good care,’ involving what she describes as four ‘analytically separate, but
interconnected, phases’ (1993, pp. 105-106): caring about, taking care of, care-giving, and
care-receiving. The subjects of care—the carer and cared-for—are presumed to already exist
(Beasley & Bacchi, 2005). The ‘caring’ subject assumed in this model acts rationally and
autonomously, working sequentially through each stage of the process before ‘good’ care has
been determined.
I’m not the first to note the presence of this kind of ‘thin’ interdependency in some care
theory. As Green and Lawson explain, ‘most concepts of care are implicitly founded on a
specific theory of relationality in which the normatively autonomous individual is central’
64

It’s also important to note that Tronto is only interested in human interdependency and
her account of care renders it something only available to human subjects—something
geographers and other social scientists have more recently worked to rectify (Gorman, 2016;
Nelson, 2016; van Dooren, 2015).
65
Indeed, this is akin to the neoliberal model of care: sometimes we’re dependent and need
care, but other times we’re capable of working (Mol, 2008).
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(2011, p. 642). In this way, many care theorists, Beasley and Bacchi write, ‘reinstate the
conception of the independent active self’ (2007, p. 293) as central to enacting practices of
care, and then position this autonomous individual as responsible for ‘providing’ care to
needy others.
As I initially flagged in Chapter 2, the ‘mistake’ Tronto and others make is in seeing
care ultimately as an individual practice.66 But thinking care as ‘practice’ involves making
generally implicit assumptions about who can care, what counts as care, and how it is
achieved—not to overlook the fact it doesn’t account for where it occurs (Raghuram, 2012,
2016). At a basic level, it renders care something achieved only by individual human subjects.
Not only does this ignore the broader material, more-than-human, and semiotic ecologies
that make care possible—the kind of assemblages I have attempted to map throughout this
thesis—on a more political level, it precludes possibility of more collective arrangements of
care. As Puig de la Bellacasa suggests, Tronto’s definition of care is ‘somewhat too centred
on the self’ (2012, p. 198). In a sense, this approach fetishises the most visible and most
obvious aspects of care (i.e. its actual ‘practice’ or ‘exchange’ between subjects), ignoring the
fact that care is always the outcome of broader material and semiotic processes that exceed
the apparent individual subjects involved.
Following the lead of Beasley and Bacchi (2005, 2007), I argue that this is a major
problem for care ethics as a political principle. It works to depoliticise care, reducing it only
to actions practiced by individuals understood as pre-existing and independent. It is asking
us, as individuals, to modify our behaviour to bring about social change, rather than to
collectively organise to change dominant political and cultural institutions. In this way, not
only do some forms of care ethics reproduce a narrow notion of interdependency, they
preclude the possibility of more collective forms of care.
Some geographers have sought to address this concern by producing decidedly more
relational and situated accounts of arrangements of care and responsibility. Feminist
geographers, in particular, have questioned the ontological status of care as ever ‘located’ in
either care-givers or care-receivers (Atkinson-Graham, Kenney, Ladd, Murray, & Simmonds,
2015; Waitt & Harada, 2016). Most influentially, Massey’s (2004) account of a relational
ethics works to connect lines of responsibility across scales, by seeing subjects and their
relations as constitutive of scalar differentiations, rather than already delimited by them (see
also Barnett (2007)). For these scholars, individual ethics are always mediated and facilitated
by broader social, political and material forces. A range of concepts developed by geographers
seek to draw these lines between ‘individual actors’ and these broader relations of power,
responsibility and so forth: carescapes (Sophie Bowlby, 2012; McEwan & Goodman, 2010),
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‘Care is perhaps best thought of as a practice,’ explains Tronto (1993, p. 108).
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landscapes of care (Milligan & Wiles, 2010), and care-full spaces (M. Williams, 2016a;
2016b). Indeed, my framework of assemblages of care is a direct contribution to this project.
However, Massey’s argument that we’re relational ‘all the way down’ has evidently not
been taken up across the discipline. Tronto’s neat, linear model of achieving ‘good’
caregiving, in which one (independent) subject provides care for another (dependent
subject), has had lasting resonance across the discipline, appearing frequently and often
uncritically in even recent geographical work on care ethics.67 As I will argue in the second
section of this chapter, if we want lasting political change in revaluing the place of care in our
worlds, we must think together the ‘subjects’ of care and whatever the ‘conditions’ or
‘resources’ of care might be.

4.0

Normative and nonnormative care

The second major challenge for care ethics is its indecision around what ‘counts’ as care. As
discussed briefly in Chapter 2, there have been two main dangers in conceptualising care.
The first, present since at least Carol Gilligan’s (1983) seminal text, A Different Voice—which
is often regarded as the first work to explicitly develop a coherent notion of care ethics—is to
reproduce problematically restrictive accounts of care. In Gilligan’s work, as in many others,
these are often grounded on and reproductive of straightforwardly gendered and
romanticised ideas of ‘motherly’ or ‘womanly’ care. This work then proposes that these
gendered ethical values ‘could be mobilised into a broader consideration for those more
distant from us’ (Beasley & Bacchi, 2005, p. 50). In this reading, what ‘counts’ as care has
already been determined by what are seen as the values differentiating gendered
subjectivities.
There are clear issues with this kind of position (Beasley & Bacchi, 2007). Most
obviously, it reproduces the normative idea that women—and mothers in particular—are
somehow naturally caring and interdependent and that, conversely, men are rational and
independent. It often essentialises women as socially reproductive and men as economically
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For instance, M. Williams’ (2016a) necessary intervention into the justice-based ‘rights to
the city’ literatures—in which she calls for the acknowledgement of the importance of more
partial and embodied notions of care—still draws on Tronto’s linear and ‘thinly interdependent’
model of care.
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productive. In this way, this position is also radically delimiting of what care is or might
become.
But this problem of ‘delimiting’ care is present in other, decidedly less-gendered
accounts. While Tronto’s particularly popular brand of care ethics moves away from these
more essentialist notions of care (indeed, she explicitly argues against them), she still
circumscribes what counts as care in often troubling ways. Tronto (1993) carefully
historicises the work of several canonical moral philosophers—including Francis Hutcheson,
David Hume, and Adam Smith—demonstrating convincingly that their ideas have particular,
historical genealogies. ‘Morality is always contextual and historicized,’ she argues, ‘even when
it claims to be universal’ (1993, p. 62).
But when it comes to developing her own ethical framework, based on what Tronto
outlines as the ‘ideals’ of care, she doesn’t always seem to apply equally her penetrating
historical lens. Instead, there is a creeping sense her ethic of care is presented as its own
universal schema that could be applied anytime, anywhere (see Raghuram, 2016, for a similar
critique). Despite arguing at one point that ‘the activity of caring is largely defined culturally,
and will vary among different cultures’ (1993, p. 103), for instance, Tronto categorically
rules out activities that are quite closely related to or often entangled within arrangements of
care—if not unambiguously care. She argues care does not include ‘the pursuit of pleasure,
creative activity, production, destruction. To play, to fulfil a desire, to market a new product,
or to create a work of art, is not care’ (1993, p. 104). But it is never made clear exactly why
these activities might be excluded a priori from the realm of care. By not properly historically
grounding her own account of care and care ethics, Tronto delimits what might count as care
or what it might become.
Later scholars have been sensitive to these ‘unreflexively’ normative accounts of care.
And, in response, many have explicitly proposed decidedly non-normative accounts of care.
(Cox, 2010; Dyer et al., 2008). For instance, Mol (2008) and Puig de la Bellacasa (2017)
both offer their own kinds of accounts of care, closely informed by actor-network theories.
This work has been particularly influential in emphasising both care’s indeterminate and
experimental (rather than prescriptive) character. Because of its heterogeneity and
ambivalence, care ‘cannot be normalized,’ argue Martin, Myers and Viseu (2015, p. 18).
Rather, it is always locally contingent, utterly particular, incapable of being reduced to a set
of principles or standards: we can’t know what care might look like before the fact.
This more non-normative strand of care thinking has generally involved an explicit
valorisation of creativity and experimentation—such as Mol, Moser and Pols’s (2010)
influential call for ‘tinkering’ with care. In this vein, Martin, Myers and Viseu (2015, p. 18)
argue that ‘[r]esponse-ability encourages a practice of making oneself available to respond
without knowing ahead of time which phenomena will call one’s attention or what form the
175

response should take’ (emphasis added). Likewise, Puig de la Bellacasa argues that ‘caring is
always specific—a mode of caring is not necessarily translatable elsewhere’ (2012, p. 211).
Applying this approach to a detailed ethnography of the maintenance of Paris’s subway signs,
Rô Me Denis and Pontille (2015) likewise emphasise the highly creative and experimental
ways in which the care of these signs is achieved. ‘Improvisation is the main fuel of
maintenance workers,’ they conclude, ‘whose interventions always overwhelm the
standardized procedures’ (2015, p. 18). For these scholars, rejecting all hint of normativity
allows for the indeterminate and experimental character of care to be recognised, rather than
reduced. Accepting care’s incredible heterogeneity—the way in which it can surprise and
exceed any bounded vision we might have of it—these scholars encourage us to see care as
without predetermined limits. The ‘essentialised’ care of Gilligan (1983) is replaced with an
idea that care might be anything.
But this is the second danger of theorising care: of opening the door too wide, of being
unwilling to acknowledge the always-existing virtual limits of what ‘counts’ as care. As I have
been arguing throughout this thesis, care is inherently normative; it is necessarily
discriminatory, bound up with complex mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion. At an
ontological level, care involves selecting someone or something out, someone or something
perceived as having some kind of ‘value,’ and tending to its needs, maintaining it, and
nurturing it so that it might increase its degree of life. Who and what we perceive as having
value, what needs we perceive someone or something as having, and what courses of action
are understood as being proper—these factors are all entangled in complex machines of
sense, desire, expression and practice. Care always has limits, though these may remain more
or less ‘in-decision’ across different geographies.
Against the more comprehensive accounts of the experimental character of care, then,
there is no such thing as a ‘pure encounter’ in which we come to perceive a need for care,
entirely free from normativity, and might come to enact an ethics of care. Instead, no matter
how ‘open’ and ‘response-able’ we are to the world, the enacting of care ethics is always
emplaced: we always bring along our embodied histories, knowledges and practices to make
sense of our encounters, and these inevitably condition, mediate and supervene the ways in
which we respond (Raghuram, 2016). For this reason, Rô Me Denis and Pontille’s (2015)
conclusion is overstated: improvisation and experimentation cannot be the primary function
of maintenance workers caring for signs. Rather, the workers already come to the job with an
idea of what needs to be done (sign maintenance), a plan of how it can be achieved (their
embodied knowledges, affects and habits), and a set of tools to achieve it (screwdrivers,
wrenches, etc.). In other words, and as I’ve argued throughout this thesis, we are always
already entangled in different territorial assemblages of care, normatively imbued, which
work to shape what we do and don’t recognise, understand and experience as care.
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By this reasoning, then, both accounts fail to properly historicise and locate care and
care ethics, divorcing care from its broader political ecologies. While earlier ‘normative’
accounts of care ‘naturalised’ care and, in the process, elevated it from its historical and
geographical grounding, a strictly non-normative notion of care would be quite literally
senseless. While we might not know what care might be or become, it cannot be anything.
Instead, as I have been arguing throughout this thesis, we’re constantly engaged in a
collective process of recreating the ground of care, of coming to agree what counts as ‘good
care.’ The task, as I will argue shortly, is to critically interrogate how care is entangled in
these normative processes and imagine how things might be otherwise. A politics of care, as I
will argue, should play in the space between the plane of organisation, where care is totally
planned, and the plane of immanence, where care might become otherwise.

5.0

Care, maintenance, violence

Finally, in geographical literatures, notions of care are generally, and often implicitly,
understood as ‘naturally’ aligning with feminist, radical, progressive, and emancipatory
politics. Care, this works argues, helps us imagine a better future—a new, more loving and
equitable sociality (Beasley & Bacchi, 2005). Geographers have enthusiastically taken up this
idea of care as pointing towards some kind of progressive politics, arguing that a revaluation
of care can help us produce more sustainable and equitable markets (Goodman, 2004;
Popke, 2006; E. Power & Bergan, 2018; S. Smith, 2005), more just cities (Till, 2012; M.
Williams, 2016a, 2016b), and more mutually joyful interpersonal relations (Kathiravelu &
Bunnell, 2017). In other words, as Cox has argued, a focus on care ‘offers optimistic and
radical possibilities for future forms of politics’ (2010, p. 116).
But here I want to present a third provocation. Thinking through what Raghuram
(2016) describes as care’s geohistories, it seems to me there is no reason to assume that care
is, a priori, good or radical or emancipatory. Instead, I will argue here that care is often
ontologically aligned with a kind of ‘conservatism,’ and that care and care ethics are not
incommensurable with their antitheses: neglect, violence, alienation, social and
environmental destruction.
First, by definition and in social analysis, care is often closely aligned ontologically with
notions of ‘maintenance’ (Martin et al., 2015; Rô Me Denis & Pontille, 2015), ‘healing’
(Duff, 2014; Till, 2012), and ‘repair’ (Carr & Gibson, 2016; M. Williams, 2016a). In much
of the feminist literature on care and its ethics, it is understood as entangled in the ongoing
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achievement of our worlds. This is often seen as a matter of the literal ‘conservation’ of things
in a context of deep interdependence and existential precariousness. According to Tronto
and Fischer’s influential definition, for instance, care is ‘a species activity that includes
everything that we do to maintain, continue and repair our “world,” so that we can live in it
as well as possible’ (cited in Tronto, 1993, p. 103). Likewise, in Puig de la Bellacasa’s more
recent work, Matters of Care (2017, p. 45), she explains that ‘care is mobilized to serve a
gathering purpose: to hold together the thing’; elsewhere she writes it is comprised of the
‘necessary yet mostly dismissed labours of everyday maintenance of life’ (2011, p. 100).
At this basic ontological level, for Puig de la Bellacasa (2017) and Tronto (1993),
among others, care is literally conservative: it is about preserving and maintaining valuable
things. This is not to argue that a focus on maintaining and conserving things would not be a
good approach to social policy and social life more broadly. However, this understanding of
care is categorically not about producing new arrangements, breaking down existing
structures, generating new bodily movements or sensitivities, and so on. Instead, its primary
function is to conserve things perceived as having value and sustaining their already-existing
affects—whatever they might be.
Second, and relatedly, many socially, culturally and politically significant arrangements
of care are conservative institutions (Raghuram, 2016). The nuclear family, the church,
medical assemblages, even perhaps the nation-state—these ‘care’ institutions are hugely
influential on everyday life. And, if anything, these highly stable arrangements of care
generally tend towards reactionary rather than any kind of radical politics. These institutions
are machines for producing commonsense understandings of what constitutes care, who has a
right to care, and who is responsible for it, and so on. Just as the refrain of LocalHouse works
to ‘prime,’ produce and stabilise subjects capable of certain caring relations and not others—
in this case, ‘friendship-based support’ for refugees—these much more powerful institutions
work on us all, too, affecting who and what we care about, and where, when and how it takes
place. Again, this is not to suggest these institutions are not often highly useful. Rather, we
must be cautious in assuming that, in practice, actual arrangements of care will operate
‘outside’ these already-existing institutions, and automatically tend towards progressive or
radical politics.
Third, and relatedly, rather than being always unequivocally ‘good’, equitable or
emancipatory, care is often entangled with and complicit in violent acts, arrangements and
processes. In practice, there are many dilemmas, contradictions and antinomies to care—
making decisions about caring for this thing or that other thing, at what cost and to whom,
and so on (McEwan & Goodman, 2010). Because we are differentially positioned within
these assemblages, their effects will not be uniform. What one person sees as care, another
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might see as abuse. There is much to be said on this, but I will keep it to a few short
examples.
As I discussed briefly in Chapter 1, notions of ‘good’ care are often mobilised in
justifying violent ends—such as the legitimisation of border controls that the UN has
described as akin to ‘torture’ (see also Gill, 2016). Alternatively, as van Dooren (2014, p.
292) explains, ‘care for some individuals and species translates into suffering and death for
others,’ such as farm-based therapies for people who have experienced trauma, in which nonhuman animals are slaughtered (Gorman, 2016; Nelson, 2016), which van Dooren (2014)
describes as ‘regimes of violent care’. Further, institutions of care can easily become
repurposed for violent ends, such as what J. Williams (2015) describes as the ‘humanitarian
border,’ where hospitals can be turned into impromptu detention centres that capture sick
migrants, who are consequently subjected to militarised, exclusionary border controls.
Finally, rather than being necessarily anti-colonial or anti-capitalist, 68 as some have argued
(Tronto, 1993, 2015), care and care ethics are not incompatible with exploitative relations
and modes of capitalist production (Raghuram, 2012, 2016).
What might count as ethical relations of care at one level, then, can at another be
implicated in sustaining a system that is ultimately exploitative, inequitable, alienating, and
environmentally damaging (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2012, 2017). Evidently, there are many
contradictions, dilemmas and antinomies to care, and we must engage with these if we are to
realise its potential as a political principle.
This section has focused perhaps more on ‘actual’ (and imperfect) relations of care,
rather than more ‘idealised’ care ethics. But as Raghuram (2016) has argued convincingly,
the ethics and actual realisation of care are not as distinct as often assumed—but are instead
entwined through complex geohistories. To be clear, I am not suggesting that ‘conservative’
arrangements of care are, by necessity, bad, harmful or undesirable. However, I want to point
towards something that is rarely acknowledged within work on care and care ethics: that far
from tending ‘naturally’ towards radical or progressive politics, care is often ontologically
aligned with conservation, and its realisation is often bound up with conservative institutions
and violent processes. My broader point is that rather than being in its itself progressive or
revolutionary, care must be made so.
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Indeed, care ethics has been posited as providing possibilities for producing a kinder,
gentler capitalism (Popke, 2006; S. Smith, 2005).
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6.0

The political principles of
care

The work of care ethicists, and the growing body of geographical work drawing on their
ideas, has been productive in reimagining the places, peoples and political possibilities of
care. The aim of such work is to centre care in a way that might help us rebuild the collective
arrangements of our worlds for the better. By way of provocation, however, I have suggested
that such conceptualisations of care and care ethics often do not offer an altogether adequate
response to the dominant politics that work to devalue relations of interdependency.
Specifically, as I’ve argued above, care ethics often depoliticises care as individual practice;
ignores the abstract plans that always guide the realisation of actual care arrangements; and
delimits care as ‘maintenance.’ My intention with these interventions is not to dismiss this
work in any way, or to hamper the political project of advancing a politics more centred
around the values of care. On the contrary, I seek to highlight some of the tensions,
complexities, and dilemmas in care, and to engage productively and more explicitly with
care’s many politics.
In this second section, I offer a reading of Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) political
philosophy and, in concert with my empirical material, I attempt to excavate an alternative
way of approaching ‘care’ as a political concept. I draw on what I see as two of Deleuze and
Guattari’s guiding political principles, which I will describe as experimentation and
institutionalisation. In the first case, and building on arguments from Chapter 2, I suggest that
attentive experimentation is the process through which ‘good care’ might be achieved: we
must collectively experiment with our bodies to produce more joyful and more ‘singular’
modes of existence. In the second, I argue the case to institutionalise those assemblages of
care that appear to work. Institutionalisation is the process through which this ‘good care’
might become a territorial force. In other words, I am advocating an approach to care that
moves ‘between’ the planes of immanence and organisation—between the deterritorialising
force of experimentation and the reterritorialising force of institutionalisation. These two
principles, on the face of it, might appear to work against one another. But Deleuze and
Guattari were arguing for exactly that—for ‘playing between planes’.
This approach to care engages productively with the potential problems discussed
above. First, it posits not only a deep relationality, but shows how the subjects of care are in
fact produced through care; second, it allows care to be not only constitutive of the existing,
but potentially generative of entirely new, more joyful arrangements; and third, it doesn’t shy
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away from the thorny questions of how care is often entangled in inequitable and violent
processes.

7.0

Experimenting with care

Deleuze and Guattari’s political philosophy is frequently equated with immoderate, anarchic
experimentation (Nail, 2019). And it’s true that they are continuously calling for creativity as
a form of political, social and cultural subversion. ‘The goal of the painter is not to repeat the
same painting indefinitely,’ Guattari explains (2000, p. 27). But, less commonly understood
is that they do not advocate just any kind of experimentation; they do not see
experimentation as intrinsically virtuous. Instead, as I will argue in this first section, they are
explicitly arguing for a particular mode of experimental engagement with the aim of a
particular set of outcomes.
Their calls to creativity need to be understood in the context of their broader political
vision. Much of Deleuze and Guattari’s politics focuses on combating the forces that work to
produce and ‘fix’ us as subjects (Deleuze & Guattari, 1983, 1987; Guattari, 1995, 2000,
2008). They were interested in how ‘singular’ modes of subjectivity can become ‘sedimented’
or ‘serialised’ into more or less rigid arrangements. That is: how we, as utterly singular
subjects—absolute multiplicities of affects, movements, ideas, and matter—become
‘stratified’ into more homogeneous collectives. We are all churned through the ‘powerful
factory of serialized subjectivity,’ Guattari (2000, pp. 15-16) writes, leaving us ‘constantly out
of synch with the actuality of our experiences.’ They were particularly concerned with the
powerful forces of capitalism which work to produce capitalist subjects at the expense of
other forms of subjectivity. Guattari describes capital as ‘the great reducer of ontological
polyvocality’ (1995, p. 29).
As I’ve argued throughout this thesis, care is implicated deeply in this kind of
production, stabilisation and sedimentation of subjectivity. Assemblages of care work to
produce the subjects and spaces they require: mothers and children in the home, teachers
and students in the classroom, and so on (Fraser, 2016; Green & Lawson, 2011). In the
same way, refugees as become subjectivised as ‘helpless victims’ needing care (Pupavac,
2008; Rajaram, 2002); or, alternatively, as potential ‘threats’, requiring control (Bleiker et al.,
2013; McKay, Thomas, & Warwick Blood, 2011); or even as homo sacer, who doesn’t deserve
to be included within the state at all, and whose death does not deserve to be grieved (Butler,
2010; Hodge, 2015). Returning to the content/expression model of assemblage that I have
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been elaborating throughout this thesis, the territorial limits to care are produced through
these matters of expression. Who and what is seen as deserving of care, what is seen as a
‘right and proper’ response to need, and who is seen as responsible of providing this care—
these limits emerge through myriad matters of expression. It is in this way that the caring-self
becomes captured, compacted, and stabilised within place.
The political project that Deleuze and Guattari propose involves ‘freeing’ ourselves
from the clutches of these sedimentary forces, a process they describe as ‘resingularisation.’
To this end, Guattari calls for ‘individual and collective adventures of invention’ (2008, p.
17). Ultimately, this involves experimentation with what he calls our ‘modes of existence,’
which McCormack (2013, p. 15) describes likewise as ‘experimenting with experience.’ As
Chapters 2 and 5 evidenced, it is through experimenting with different modes of living that
we might create our bodies anew: bodies capable of doing and feeling new things. It is
through experimentation that a subject might tend towards the Body without Organs—or
what they often describe as the ‘plane of immanence,’ on which new things become possible.

7.1 Resingularising refrains
This kind of ‘experimenting with experience’ was evident throughout the volunteer
vignettes I developed in Chapter 5. I discussed the variegated geographies of care within
which volunteers were entangled in making sense of their encounters with refugees. The
territorial refrain of LocalHouse itself provided a semi-stable ‘ground’ upon which volunteers
and refugees might negotiate their encounters. Ideas of community, family, friendship, and so
on were implicated in the expression of the limits of the caring-self that resulted.
But, as volunteers made clear, the limits of the caring-self were under continuous
negotiation. Through negotiating an arrangement of care between ‘volunteer’ and ‘refugee,’
various modes of existence were achieved—some conforming to existing ‘molar’ lines of
subjectivation (‘volunteer,’ ‘tutor,’ and so on), while others were much more indeterminate
and imperceptible. Rather than determining care before the fact, a kind of principle of
attentive experimentation seemed to saturate volunteer accounts. Catherine described her
relationship with an Iranian family as ‘a mutual arrangement’; while Karen, from the Driver
Mentoring Program, described it as ‘a negotiated thing between the mentor and the learner
[driver], what suits you, what suits them,’ in which you have ‘to try and mesh it all together.’
‘You begin to trust each other,’ Catherine went on to explain.
And maybe I go out of my way a little bit sometimes, in an area that isn’t part of the
arrangement, so to speak. But then you find them going out of their way. You know,
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cooking a special meal, teaching me how to make Iranian dishes—something like that.
(Catherine’s emphasis)

In these volunteer encounters, there were continuous small experiments with
experience. I described these as playing in the ‘molecular’: the pre-subjective, prerepresentational, and affective field of immanent encounter (McCormack, 2007, 2010;
McGrath & Reavey, 2016). Volunteers described the uncertainty these creative negotiations
could evoke, in which neither party necessarily knew where they were heading or what they
were becoming. It felt like being in ‘a very murky pond’ or ‘a labyrinth of wombat burrows,’
they said. These more molecular encounters involved perplexity, ambiguity, and
ambivalence, as lines were being drawn that did not align neatly with any pre-existing model.
As Debra said, ‘it’s just a dance.’
But ultimately, in most cases, ‘strange friendships’ seemed to emerge. Barbara
explained that she ‘did not envisage that it would go beyond this [tutoring] arrangement,’ but
her relationship with Emily ‘evolve[d] into a relationship that is very close.’ Similarly, Debra
said that while she ‘was a bit wary at first of the friendship thing,’ through the gradual
negotiation of being invited to lunches and New Year’s celebrations, of spending time with
their family, in their home, ‘you become their friends. And they speak to you like you are
their sister.’ This description of the relationship as ‘friendship’ or ‘family,’ I have argued, is
the articulation of an arrangement that has become joyful. These volunteers are in the messy
process of developing what Spinoza calls ‘adequate ideas’ of those things that seem to
increase their degree of life.

7.2 A heterogenetic normativity
There are good reasons to be wary of both straightforwardly ‘normative’ and ‘nonnormative’ accounts of care. But, throughout this thesis, I have been pointing towards a third
way—what I’ve been referring to as care ‘in-decision,’ or what Duff (2014, p. 18) might call a
‘heterogenetic normativity,’ in which we’re constantly trying to decide what good care looks
like.
The volunteers were engaging in relational experimentations, adding new movements,
activities, spaces, times, saying new things, feeling new things. The outcomes were
heterogeneous. Limits were placed and exceeded and replaced. At times this resulted in a
repression of the caring-self, where unknown movements towards something other than the
original plan were stunted. Other times, however, it resulted in a kind of becoming-friend or
becoming-family. And other times again, entirely new existential refrains were produced,
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something that played between the two.69 In each case, what counts as care was under
negotiation and, at times, stabilised.
This radically changes how we might understand the political possibility of care.
Following Deleuze and Guattari’s call to experiment, care can be understood beyond
conservation. Care is not only a matter of bodily ‘maintenance,’ ‘healing’ or ‘repair’—of
keeping it together and achieving some kind of homeostasis. Rather, Deleuze and Guattari’s
call to creativity offers a fruitful way to develop a more straightforwardly radical politics of
care: a process of creation and transformation of the body, of its desires, affects and relations
to other bodies and places. The ultimate objective of assemblages of care is the collective and
experimental proliferation of more ‘singular’ modes of existence, ‘new tastes for living,’ as
Guattari writes, in which we might discover new ways of caring, new things to care for, and
in the process, produce ourselves anew as subjects.

8.0

Institutionalising care

What should we then do with our ‘successful’ experiments with care? What should we do
when we seem to produce a collective arrangement of ‘good’ care? Or as Beasley and Bacchi
ask: ‘How will care move beyond intimate interpersonal relations to create community?’
(2005, p. 54).
In this final section, I argue that once we have identified those assemblages which
appear to collectively increase our degree of life, the task is to then attempt to stabilise them
through institutionalisation. While the first principle involved the experimental production of
new bodies, subjects and spaces through care—playing on the ‘plane of immanence’—this
step involves a reterritorialisation of care, in which an arrangement gains territorial dimension
rather than just direction. This is a movement towards what Deleuze and Guattari call the
‘plane of organisation.’
Institutions are a central organising force in social and political life. Hodgson describes
institutions as ‘the kinds of structures that matter most in the social realm: they make up the
stuff of social life’ (2006, p. 2). While the category ‘institution’ certainly includes highly
tangible and often rigidly bureaucratic forms, it also includes ‘more or less stable patterns in,
and mechanisms for, organizing social and political life’ (Kuus, 2018, p. 2). These can be
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This might include the admittedly not most hope-inspiring example of what Karen
described as a ‘driving-friend’: the production of a new form of being together that isn’t quite a
mentoring arrangement, nor quite a friendship arrangement, but something in between.
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highly ‘formal’ institutions, such as NGOs and schools, or less formal, such as ‘friendship.’
They can be relatively durable, such as the family and the nation-state, or relatively
ephemeral, such as the arrangements of care that arise between the volunteers and refugees
I’ve been discussing in this thesis. In all cases, however, institutions arise from and ‘stabilise’
expectations between actants and mediate their everyday interactions (Bathelt & Glu, 2013).
It is important, then, to engage critically with the institutions in which we’re entangled
in order to understand how political power operates. Our bodily affects and relations are
composed and delimited through institutions that are very different in kind—the justice
system, the family, the church, capitalist markets and so on (Billo & Mountz, 2016). It is
through institutions that peoples, practices, and spaces emerge, hold together and gain
consistency. Further, institutions are then necessary for effecting any kind of lasting political
change. As Kuus (2018, p. 1) explains, ‘long-term social patterns and changes to these
patterns require institutional entrenchment.’
A call to ‘institutionalise’ care might be a surprising reading of Deleuze and Guattari.
Despite their continuous calls to creativity, however, Deleuze and Guattari are not ‘against’
institutions. They explicitly recognise the necessity of institutions in making politics possible,
and argue for their creative proliferation rather than cessation. ‘It is necessary to set up
structures and devices that establish a totally different kind of contact,’ Guattari argues
(2008, p. 178). The achievement of new, collective arrangements of desire is central to all
their work. Through these collective experiments, we engage in what Guattari describes as
‘the art of assembling territories’ (2008, pp. 6-7)—from which novel, semi-stable spaces of
joyful desire might arise.

8.1 Ambivalent institutionalisations of care
Proponents of care ethics have been ambivalent about the utility of institutions. The
work of geographers already highlights the importance of institutions in realising care:
hospices and hospitals, but also families and friendships, community spaces and public
spaces. S. Smith (2005, p. 11), for instance, calls for the development of ‘social institutions
and practices that inspire and reinforce caring relations among people.’ Political and
economic geographers, as I’ve already mentioned, have called for a rethinking of the values
and assumptions underlying various institutions, such as markets and social welfare policy,
arguing they could be made more equitable through care ethics (E. Power & Bergan, 2018;
S. J. Smith, 2005).
But as I’ve been discussing throughout this chapter, in recent writing on care, there has
been a clear aversion to the stabilisation, sedimentation or standardisation of care. There is
considerable and justified concern that a properly responsive care cannot be territorialised in
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this way (Martin et al., 2015; Noddings, 2013). Popke (2006) draws on the work of Levinas
to ask: ‘how can we live up to the demands of ethics and responsibility in a world held
together by an array of impersonal organizations, institutions, and forms of discursive power?’
(2006, p. 505). It seems Levinas is not optimistic on this count, writing that ‘[ethics] hardens
its skin as soon as we move into the political world of the impersonal “third”—the world of
government, institutions, tribunals, schools, committees, and so on’ (Levinas, cited in Popke,
2006, p. 505).70 The problem, as these and other scholars see it, is that ‘good’ care is just too
context-dependent (Mol, 2008; Mol et al., 2010). In response, the literature on care and care
ethics has instead tended to place much emphasis on non-standardised, non-normative forms
of care—the idea that good care can only emerge immanently and always needs to be created
anew.
However, I want to keep pushing back on this position. Of course, the care of things
cannot be entirely set out in advance. But experimentation cannot and should not be the
primary mode of care. Instead, while we might creatively adapt care to particular contexts, it
is not invented wholesale in each instance. Care is always entangled in complex geohistories
(Raghuram, 2016)—what I have described in this thesis as assemblages of care.
The political project, then, is to create and stabilise territories in which better, more
caring relations might be realised. ‘Doing so,’ as Raghuram writes, ‘will allow political
concerns and solidarities to emerge around caring practices and care ethics’ (2016, p. 513).
While the first principle involves the experimental re-creation and resingularisation of bodies
and subjects through care, this second step involves a reterritorialisation of care, in which a
working arrangement of ‘good’ care gains territorial dimension rather than just direction.

8.2 Institutionalisation in LocalHouse
This principle of institutionalisation can be seen operating across the last three
analytical chapters. In Chapter 4, I sought to map how LocalHouse became a territorial
‘refrain’ in which a geographically- and historically-contingent arrangement of ‘good’ care
emerged: what was repeatedly described as ‘friendship-based support.’ What started off only
with Carol and Alan meeting and helping recently-arrived refugee families in a largely ad hoc,
haphazard manner, has today become a significant territorial force in the city. Thinking
through the refrain, I traced across time and space the emergence of LocalHouse into a fullyfledged organisation: a name was chosen, a vision statement was developed, ads were placed,
speeches were made, offices were set up, signs were printed, services were organised—and in
myriad other ways LocalCare expressed itself as a territorial assemblage.

70

Tronto likewise describes institutions as ‘callous, inadequate, rigid’ in care (1993, p. 163).
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This becoming-refrain can be understood as an institutionalisation of care. And
importantly, this institutionalisation made possible the engagement in ‘friendship-based
support’ by others—both refugees and more settled community members. This particular
arrangement of care become a collective endeavour rather than just an ephemeral and singular
arrangement that was experimentally negotiated between Carol, Alan and their new
neighbours. ‘And I do like the fact I’m part of an organisation,’ volunteer tutor Debra
explained to me. ‘This is not something you do on your own. No, you need to have that
other body.’ Through its institutionalisation, the refrain of ‘friendship-based support’ became
territorial force: one in which volunteers and refugees might work together to achieve a
shared sense of being at home in the city.
In Chapter 5, I offered a series of vignettes that mapped the ‘lines’ of care in
volunteer-refugee encounters. In each case, the volunteers engaged in a kind of an ‘ethic of
the impromptu,’ often responding creatively and experimentally in their encounters. This
relative spontaneity was not accidental, but was an intentional feature of the volunteer
program. ‘Its informality is its success,’ founder Carol told me. Consequently, as Francine
explained, volunteer roles were ‘very flexible.’ ‘There was nothing definitive about it, to be
quite honest,’ Emma told me. ‘And you kind of made it up as you went along,’ she said.
Despite the apparent lack of solid ‘institutional architecture,’ however, in each case the
limits to care were eventually drawn—even if only provisionally—and a semi-stable working
arrangement emerged. A set of practices, subjects and spaces were ‘institutionalised’ between
volunteers and refugees. These ‘institutions’ were very different in kind. Debra, for instance,
explained that she hadn’t had a problem with ‘any of that boundary or ethical stuff,’ because
she was able to draw clear limits to the arrangement—spatial and temporal limits which
ensure she stayed only a ‘volunteer tutor.’
And because it’s quite a discrete amount of time I spend with them—unless they invite me
to lunch, stop by with a cake at night, that sort of thing—it doesn’t run my life. But it could.
If you let it. I decided that I’m only getting give two days to [LocalHouse] a week. So
Tuesdays and Wednesdays. So that keeps it in that boundary, too. Otherwise I know that I
could work in five days a week, easily.

In contrast, as Catherine explained back in Chapter 1 of this thesis, a more intensive,
subtle, and convivial arrangement could emerge: one where ‘it’s not really part of
LocalHouse anymore,’ she said. Instead, when she meets the people who are ostensibly her
‘students’:
…[it] is like the family getting together again. They’re like, ‘You gotta come around, come
for lunch.’ You know? And big hugs. So we have become very good friends. Well and truly
outside just that volunteer role.
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The ‘institutionalisation’ of care is occurring at many registers in these volunteer
accounts: though the ‘formal’ and ‘informal,’ the temporal and spatial, the material and
discursive. Semi-stable plans of care are being negotiated. They are creatively engaging with
different practices, places, words and feelings. And when they have found something that
appears adequately joyful, they are being stabilised through forms of expression: the
formalisation of the spaces, times, and subjects of care. There is a complex, collective
movement towards what Guattari describes as ‘the art of assembling territories’ (2008, pp. 67).

9.0

Playing between planes

[The assemblage] swings between two poles: the surfaces of stratification into which it is
recoiled, on which it submits to the judgment, and the plane of consistency in which it
unfurls and opens to experimentation. (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 159)

In this final analytical chapter, I have set in motion discussions about the political possibilities
and limits of care ethics to open up a new way of thinking about care. By emphasising
individual conduct, rather than collective action; by not engaging with the production of
normative territories of care; and by delimiting care as bodily ‘maintenance,’ care ethics often
depoliticises, dehistoricises, and dis-places care. Because of this, I’ve argued instead that a
politics of care, rather than an ethics, can help us see how care might be implicated in the
achievement of more progressive territories and subjects. Framing care as a politics, rather
than an ethics, foregrounds its ‘constructedness,’ explicitly approaching care as always
historically and geographically emplaced. It makes it clear that care assemblages are not only
produced, they are purposely produced for the benefit of someone or something.
‘Apprehending care as an historical category within social science discourse and social
practice,’ Green and Lawson show ‘how understandings of care come to be organized
materially over time and space’ (2011, p. 649). While Green and Lawson’s paper concerned
mainly a critique of the ways in which, historically, inequitable relations of care arise, I argue
it also demonstrates that there exist opportunities for care to be made anew. I argue not only
that we need to recentre care within social thought and practice, but to recreate it. As this
thesis has demonstrated, the territorial limits of care are always in the process of being
redrawn. Care is always a politics, the actual content and expression of which are under
constant (re)negotiation, with some assemblages of care coming to be stabilised over time
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and accepted as common-sense, others arising only to quietly pass away. Consequently, and
importantly, there is nothing ‘natural’ about the arrangements of care we are currently
engaged in. We can always create and realise others; we can always reimagine and reconstruct
what Raghuram (2016, p. 521) calls ‘the institutional architecture of care’ for the better.
The political task, then, is to redraw these limits, and produce new, more joyful
arrangements of care. This is a call to not only ‘maintain’ existing our arrangements, but to
produce entirely new geographies of care. Thinking in this way, the critical question then
becomes: which territorial arrangements work to increase our power to act, collectively
proliferating our bodily joys, and which work to decrease it, causing only sadness?
By way of provocation, I have argued this can be approached through the twin
principles of experimentation and institutionalisation. Care is always ‘in-decision.’ We engage
with one another, in the midst of things, and try to come to some sort of provisional
agreement about what care should look like—what things and people should be involved,
where and when it should take place, how it should be described, and so on.
Experimentation, then, is about conjuring new things from the Earth, in the hopes of creating
more joyful relations. It is through collective experimentation with the body’s affects that we
might achieve more singular and joyful modes of existence.
But experimentation alone is unlikely to have any enduring political influence.
Experimentation is, in a sense, pre-territorial. When an arrangement becomes
‘institutionalised,’ however, it becomes possible for others to participate in it—for the pattern
to be replicated, reproduced, and extended across time and space. Institutions provide the
resources, in terms of material (forms of content) and ideological infrastructure (forms of
expression), that make particular arrangements of caring possible. And it is through
institutionalisation that ‘good’ care might become a political force—such as how ‘friendshipbased support’ became a territorial force among recent arrivals and more settled residents in
Wattle City. It is in this way that care as a guiding political concept might be made
progressive, rather than assumed to already be so.
While the principles of experimentation and institutionalisation might seem somewhat
at odds with other another, this is exactly the kind of political engagement that Deleuze and
Guattari advocated: working between two extremes, always in the middle, playing the
intermezzo, carefully destratifying to see where a line might take us, always ready to retreat to
safety, always working to ‘[create] new forms from the palette’ (Guattari, 1995, p. 7).
Assemblage—always emerging ‘between’ experimentation and institutionalisation—offers a
different way of thinking through our responsibilities towards others: not at all like the ‘linear’
and universal model proposed by Tronto (1993, 2015), but something that instead works
immanently, rhizomatically, in the midst of many things. In achieving care, we must move
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between the two planes: the creation of the new and the reproduction of the existing. As
volunteer Debra explained, ‘it’s just a dance.’
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Similarly, every care organization, or aid agency,
every educational institution, and any individual
course of treatment ought to have as its primary concern
the continuous development of its practices as much
as its theoretical scaffolding.
—Félix Guattari, 2000, 40.
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1.0

Unsettling care

Care evidently comes in many colours. Consequently, as Atkinson, Lawson and Wiles (2011,
p. 567) argue, ‘we need conceptual strategies to explore the connections of care across
different spatialities and temporalities.’ Over the last two decades, and in an attempt to
‘capture’ some of this colour, geographers have produced a range of analytics of care,
showing how care is productive of spaces, relations, and subjects that are very different in
kind.
In this thesis, I have provided another way of approaching care.
My main theoretical contribution to thinking care, described broadly as ‘assemblages of
care,’ centres on a ‘return’ to Deleuze and Guattari, who offer an analytically compelling
framework comprising the assemblage, the Body without Organs and the Abstract Machine.
These three concepts together—rather than assemblage alone—offer a powerful immanent
ontology that can account not only for the emergence of sociomaterial forms, but also their
transformation and apparent uniformity. I have used Deleuze’s work on Spinoza to propose a
model capable of distinguishing ‘good’ from ‘bad’ assemblages, by attending to their
ethological effects of joy and sadness. From this solid ontological framing, I have argued that
care can be understood as a relation of joy, brought about through the commingling of both
forms of content and forms of expression. Assemblage, I have suggested, helps us understand
the relationship between the forms of care that are possible and the actual forms of care that
ultimately arise.
I used the four analytical chapters of this thesis to animate different sets of ‘variables’
within assemblages of care. Drawing on Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of the ‘refrain,’ I have
presented an institutional analysis of LocalHouse. In the midst of the ‘chaos’ of making a
new home in the city and the negative sentiment around the movements of refugees,
LocalHouse emerges as an assemblage in which a particular kind of encounter might
precipitate. Thinking through the three forces of the refrain, I have argued that LocalHouse
gains consistency through a repeated movement from ‘exclusion’ to ‘home’; it expresses a
ground on which this movement might occur; and it stays open to the forces that seek to
‘undo’ it, in the hopes that it might remain response-able to the connections that bring about
a sense of being home. In this way, I suggest, care is a movement towards joy, an expression of
territory, and a connection to difference. Through the refrain, a ground is produced upon
which particular sets of movements can be made: caring, intimate relations; and perhaps a
movement towards home.
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Following the ‘lines’ that guide the emergence of actual arrangements between
volunteers and refugees has allowed me to analyse these ‘encounters’ in more detail. In the
moment of encounter, I have argued, other things become possible: a becoming-friend, a
becoming-family, or something else altogether. Differently-segmented lines produce more or
less clear delimitations on the caring-self, resulting in variations in caring subjectivity. But
these arrangements can only be sustained if they bring about mutual joys for volunteers and
refugees alike. When the limits of the self are unknown, I have argued, the limits of care are,
too. Consequently, each volunteer articulates a different sense of occupying this ‘molecular’
line, and differentially works to embrace, repress or abandon it.
Throughout the timeframe of this project, LocalHouse underwent its most significant
challenge to date: the Transition from a relatively ‘informal’ organisation, to something
considerably more ‘professionalised.’ I have argued that a new relationship to funding capital
has brought about a new axiomatised rationality, in which caring relations are increasingly
guided by predetermined rules rather than personal values. Abstract Plans of care—
materialised through ‘role descriptions,’ ‘volunteer handbooks,’ volunteer management
software, and so on—work to delimit the kinds of relations of care that precipitate, in the
hope this might be attractive to funding bodies. While this delimitation of the caring-self is
clearly experienced as frustrating by some volunteers, others describe it as in fact bringing
about the possibility of care, particularly in times of relational ambiguity and uncertainty. In
these cases, rules help produce clear limits to care that can be worked within and sustained.
Building on these analyses, I moved from an empirics of care, to a politics, to ask: What
might a Deleuzo-Guattarian politics of care look like? Drawing on both the ontological
framing of ‘assemblages of care’ and lessons gathered across the three empirical chapters, I
have argued that care as a political principle might be guided by two opposing movements:
experimentation and institutionalisation. It is through experimenting with our bodies and its
relations that we might produce new joys and arrangements of care; and it is through
institutionalising those arrangements that seem to bring joy that they might become a
‘territorial force.’ Through ‘playing’ between the planes of total chaos and total order, we
might—to appropriate Guattari—produce new and more joyful forms of care from the
palette.
Deleuze and Guattari evidently offer many points of entry into geographical analyses of
care. Indeed, several of the concepts I have elaborated in this thesis have not appeared in
geographical work before. While the ‘refrain’ has seen some use in the discipline, particularly
in non-representational geographies (Emmerson, 2017; McCormack, 2010, 2013), it has not
appeared in the form I have presented here, in which I follow the forces of chaos, territory
and cosmos. Likewise, despite an extensive review of the literature, I haven’t found Deleuze
and Guattari’s distinction between axiom-based and values-based modes of organisation, or
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their calls to ‘resingularisation,’ explored in geographical work. Next to the increasingly
popular idea of ‘assemblage,’ these might be considered concepts of marginal geographic
utility. However, I have argued these more peripheral concepts from Deleuze and Guattari’s
arsenal allow the exploration of different parameters of care. Concepts, Deleuze and Parnet
argue, ‘only have value in their variables, and in the maximum of variables which they allow’
(2002, p. 108)—and it is through these ‘other’ concepts that I have sought to map the myriad
variables, movements and intensities of assemblages of care. In doing so, I have both joined
with and opened significant points of discussion in the geographies of care.
Each chapter of this thesis has analysed different aspects of the emergence and politics
of care around refugees settling in Wattle City. And in different ways, they disrupted any
neat, unitary or romantic vision of care. Instead, I have shown that care is contested—the
limits of it are always in flux. This is what I have been describing as care ‘in-decision’: that we
are always arriving at an idea of what ‘counts’ as care, where it should occur, who should be
involved, and so on. Far from only ‘maintaining’ existing arrangements always on the verge
of breaking down, we are in fact produced as subjects through the assemblages of care in
which we are entangled: the nation, the community, the family, the volunteer organisation,
and those arrangements which seem to escape semiotic capture altogether. Care is, then, as
much about the production of subjectivity as it is about the maintenance of life. These
assemblages clearly do not arise spontaneously from the ether. Rather, they always work
towards particular ends, they emerge from complex geohistories, ‘tinged with particular
teleologies, aspirations and aims,’ as Raghuram so elegantly argued (2016, p. 519).
Likewise, this way of approaching care works to trouble linear and teleological models
of refugee settlement. It is not (just) about ‘removing barriers’ to settlement, as dominant
government models have long presupposed. Rather, settlement can also involve conjuring a
whole new ground from the Earth, a new territory on which new arrivals and more
established residents might meet and encounter one another, where they might work out
their own arrangements of care, concern and responsibility. There are both academic and
political implications of this way of thinking: settlement becomes not about absorbing
difference into an already-existing social body, but something significantly more processual,
dynamic and iterative—a process of making home. The stable ‘point’ in the heart of chaos
that LocalHouse achieves through a refrain is not about assimilating unruly others into
sameness, but about creating a ground that wasn’t already there. Settlement can thus
instigate unsettling geographies: simultaneously settling newcomers and unsettling more
established residents in the process.
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2.0

Limits and futures

The approach to care that I have taken in this thesis has been to cut several very thin, but
very detailed slices from the manifold, layered ‘movement’ of making home in a new city: the
encounters that movement instigates, the modes of expression that arise, the intensities that
are felt, and so on. The accounts I have produced are unavoidably partial, fragmented and
provisional. I caught only a fleeting glimpse of the lives of the volunteers that feature in this
thesis, which I have detailed in short, descriptive sentences that attempt to summarise their
working lives, their positions within family, their religious denominations, their hopes and
desires, and so on. Despite sitting down and talking with them for an hour or two, asking
them to record their everyday volunteering encounters in diaries, I know little about how
these arrangements configure into their broader, everyday lives.
Indeed, this is a central problem for assemblage analysis. Where to stop? Where does
any given assemblage ‘end’? How to decide that enough ‘things’ have been included within
the analysis to achieve ‘rigour’?
Deleuze and Guattari are evidently not too troubled by these kinds of questions. They
take a broadly ‘pragmatic’ approach. ‘Just as an artist borrows from his precursors and
contemporaries the traits which suit him,’ Guattari writes, ‘I invite those who read me to take
or reject my concepts freely’ (1995, p. 12). Concepts, ideas, images and stories are made to
be used, they argue. Whether they are ‘true’ or ‘real’ is another concern altogether. What I
hope, then, is that the concepts, ideas and stories that I have elaborated throughout this
thesis have done something—that some new way of thinking, seeing or even doing care has
emerged.
This thesis contains some obvious silences, most significantly the refugees themselves,
who appear only at a distance—their voices arising second-hand, filtered through volunteer
accounts and other secondary sources. This project was animated by a desire to understand
non-state responses to refugee settlement in Australia, and this constitutes one of its central
empirical contributions. But this has meant the agency of those refugees is mediated through
that of my participants, and it has inevitably been obscured along the way. The arrangements
and encounters that my participants have articulated might not be the ones their new
‘friends’ might articulate themselves. But this is the unavoidable reality of care: we are always
differently positioned within care assemblages; we cannot know for certain that we are
occupying the same ground; we cannot know whether the joy we feel is experienced by others
as joy or sadness. If, as I have argued throughout this thesis, we always arrive in place with a
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historically contingent sense and perspective of what counts as care, how might refugees
themselves understand the arrangements that arise around resettlement?
This omission leaves open future possibilities for geographical research on assemblages
of care. In what other ways might we ‘capture’ the negotiation of care as it arises between
volunteers and settling refugees? And how might refugees themselves come to understand
processes of making-home in a new city?
There is likely an incredible variety of spaces in which ‘settlement’ transpires. For
instance, in Australia, while there has been a small body of work exploring the encounters
between volunteers and refugees facilitated through non-government organisations, such as
LocalHouse, there has been little work on affective encounters between refugees and people
working in government-run or -funded settlement services. Is care ‘in-decision’ in these
spaces, too? Or is it, as Gill (2016) has found in the UK’s asylum system, that through a
range of bureaucratic controls ethical relations of care and responsibility are throttled most
profoundly at close range?
Making-home is likely not something that occurs entirely within the ‘refugee
resettlement organisation.’ So, we might also ask: what other assemblages of care arise
around refugees in the city? A starting point could be those myriad less-formal arrangements
that comprise urban life: around places of consumption, places of ‘nature,’ or places of
recreation. In Australia, these have received little attention from geographers, yet their
significance in the everyday lives of many city residents is incontestable. Alternatively, and
more critically, we might also ask in what ways ‘care’ becomes a tool of control rather than
mutual flourishing. How might urban assemblages of ‘care’ come to position refugees as
somehow not belonging, as out of place, or in need of containment?
Taking ‘assemblages of care’ as a starting point opens many lines of geographic
enquiry. And in centring the voices, lives and bodies of refugees, future work could mobilise
and repurpose this concept to draw out different intensities, trajectories and expressions of
care that might exceed entirely the western conceptions of care that tend to dominate refugee
studies.
If, as many geographers have argued, the urgent project is to recentre care in both
everyday practice and politics, assemblage provides both a means of analysis and a plan for
action. In understanding care not as a static thing, but as always alive and in contestation, it
can be engaged with more intentionally, politically and productively. Care is not in some way
‘naturally’ radical or progressive—it must be made so. This thesis has opened some of the
lines of political possibility that care provides in producing more inclusive and experimental
territorial arrangements. But the task remains to follow where others go, how they might
bring about more equitable urban relations, and how we might produce more mutually joyful
assemblages of care.
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Appendix 1: participant
attributes
First
interview

Diary

Second
interview

Driver mentor
Homework
helper

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

No

Yes

No

No

Yes

No

No

Female

Tertiary mentor
Homework
helper
Program
coordinator
Homework
helper

Yes

No

No

64

Male

Driver mentor

Yes

Yes

Yes

Judith

64

Female

Tertiary mentor

Yes

Yes

Yes

Catherine

78

Female

Family mentor

Yes

Yes

Yes

Debra

67

Female

Yes

Yes

Yes

Donna

58

Female

English mentor
Program
coordinator

Yes

No

No

Barbara

70

Female

In-home tutor

Yes

Yes

Yes

Olivia

24

Female

In-home tutor

Yes

No

No

Angie

58

Female

Tertiary mentor

Yes

No

No

David

70

Male

Yes

Yes

Yes

Peter

54

Male

Driver mentor;
Family Mentor
Homework
helper

Yes

No

No

Kate

26

Female

Tertiary mentor

Yes

No

No

Name

Age

Gender

Volunteer role

Karen

68

Female

Kate

28

Female

Sandra

71

Female

Emma

58

Female

Stephanie

67

Female

Francine

27

Joe
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Appendix 2: volunteer diary
format
This diary is a place for you to record your thoughts, practices and experiences of
volunteering. You may use it however you wish, including in it written entries, lists of
activities, drawings, photos, poems—anything! Creativity is encouraged.
However, you may wish to consider some of the following aspects of volunteering, such as
the moments when volunteering was:
•

Easy or challenging

•

Surprising or mundane

•

Rewarding or frustrating

•

Exciting or boring

•

Encouraging or not

•

Joyful or saddening

To help give structure to your diary, it would be useful if you could include the date, time
and place of each entry. Thank you once again for taking part in Cultures of Volunteering.
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